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    note


    We do not address the quilting process in these books. The most thorough book available about machine quilting is my Heirloom Machine Quilting (see Resources, page 112). I strongly recommend that you study it as you are learning to piece and that you learn to do simple quilting as you progress with your quilt tops. Nothing is more satisfying than finishing the projects as you go. By the time you are into the more advanced techniques, your quilting will have evolved, and you will be creating wonderful quilts.

  


  You are holding the first in a series of six books. The purpose of the series is to build your quiltmaking skills—from beginner to advanced—on a firm foundation. This first volume is to be used as a workbook. It contains a complete sequence of classes, lessons, exercises, and projects that will build your skills from one project to the next. We highly recommend that you make the quilts in the order presented, as we have placed them in order of complexity. Each quilt offers new challenges and involves new techniques that will help you continually build your skill level. We have chosen designs that are timeless and very adaptable to traditional fabrics as well as to more trendy fabric and color choices. Use these quilts to explore your color and style preferences.


  This book and the next in the series deal with quilts made of strips and squares. By mastering the techniques presented in these first books, you will be laying a foundation for precise, high-quality piecing. There are hundreds of quilt designs based on strips and squares, so you can spend a long time exploring these stunning quilts before you jump into the more complex piecing featured in the following books.


  [image: image] A note from Harriet


  What I have encountered in the past few years of teaching piecing is that there are many classes taught as projects, but the basic skills needed to really understand the process are severely lacking. Students come in having made several quilt tops but lacking cutting, sewing, and pressing skills. They know how to make an individual project, but they do not have the knowledge to apply general principles to other patterns they want to make.


  In 2005, my daughter took over the management of Harriet’s Treadle Arts—my quilt store, which I started in 1981 with my mother, also a quilter. Carrie grew up in the store and always loved fabric, but she was never interested in making quilts. Now in her early 30s, she is becoming more and more interested in sewing and quilting but has a different way of looking at the progression and style of quiltmaking. Whereas I love antique quilts and spend my time reproducing very old, very detailed quilts, Carrie wants to make the same traditional patterns in more up-to-date fabrics and easier quilting styles. As I get older, I have more time to spend on detail. She has less time to spend but still has the desire to create with the jazzy new fabrics available. We also see increasingly younger people coming into the store who are becoming interested in quilting and sewing but who have had no background, knowledge, or exposure to sewing.


  Our plan is to walk you through a series of classes, lessons, and projects that will build one skill on another, so that when you have worked your way through the entire series of books you will be well on your way to being a master piecer. Each book in the series is like a year of college courses, from freshman to PhD candidate. After your “college education,” you will never again be dependent on books and patterns, but will be able to draft or design anything you can dream up, and you will know how to piece—and quilt—it yourself! Following is a brief description of the books in the series.


  Vol. 1—Freshman Year addresses the basic workspace, tools, equipment, and fabric needed to get you started. The first quilts presented utilize strips and squares, teaching you the most basic skills. With all the projects, more than just a “recipe” appears. The basics of drafting are introduced with each pattern, and every detail of cutting, sewing accurately, pressing, checking for size, and laying out for efficient piecing processes is covered.


  Vol. 2—Sophomore Year addresses upgrading your workspace and adding tools and equipment as needed. We continue with quilts that use strips and squares for the design, but we add new settings and explore fun sashing and border ideas that really dress up simple blocks.


  Vol. 3—Junior Year leads you into all forms of triangles, made with many different methods, including half-square and quarter-square triangle units as well as Flying Geese and pyramids. You will work through several quilts that help you build more skills with the more difficult piecing processes. A beautiful, complex Feathered Star quilt is the final project.


  Vol. 4—Senior Year jumps into set-in piecing and all the fantastically complicated blocks, such as Seven Sisters and Lone Star, that feature it. By this time, your skill level will be up to the challenge, and you will be able to make some stunning quilts.


  Vol. 5—Your Master’s Year challenges your knowledge with the building of medallion quilts using the techniques and skills you have learned in the books up to this point.


  Vol. 6—Your PhD Year presents projects with extremely challenging quilts—ones that you seldom find patterns for, such as Peony and Primrose Star.


  Now, are you ready for the challenge? You can take your time with each book and really learn the fine art of quiltmaking. We hope you enjoy the journey with us and become a true master quilter.


  Class 110
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  In this beginning class, we’re going to give you the basics you need to know to get started, from setting up a simple sewing area to collecting the basic tools. This is the very first step in your quiltmaking adventure. We know it’s dry stuff, but it’s really important!


  
    how to use this book


    Because our approach to teaching the skills of quiltmaking is different from what anyone else has yet done, there are two ways to use this book. If, like Harriet, you want all the “meat and potatoes”—what to look for and do, how to set up everything before you start sewing—you can read ahead to get the more detailed information in this book. If, like Carrie, you want to get started making a quilt top and will gradually create a dedicated sewing, ironing, and cutting space as you need it, work your way through this book class by class, lesson by lesson. By the end, you will have a number of lovely quilt tops ready to quilt, and you’ll be well on your way to being a quilter!

  


  LESSON ONE: Setting up a sewing area


  If you are just starting out, this lesson will give you an idea of the bare minimum you need in terms of work space to be able to create the quilt tops that we will make in this book. It may be daunting to think about all the equipment needed to start quilting if you are just beginning. If you already have a sewing room…great! You are ready to jump in and begin. However, while having a dedicated sewing space is nice, be assured that it is not really necessary for making a quilt. We’ll show you how to set up a simple layout that will get you started. We’ll give you more details about ergonomics and space requirements when you get to Class 140.


  SEWING MACHINE AREA


  Piecing does not require an extensive work area like machine quilting does. The rough minimum sewing space you need for making a quilt top is about 3 feet by 4 feet, mostly to your left and behind your sewing machine. If your machine is on a tabletop instead of in a cabinet, you will need a good support system around the machine. If you are sewing on a dining room or kitchen table, the photo shows a great setup for a sewing machine. It is easily taken apart and put away when the space is needed for other things.
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  Setup of a basic sewing area


  If you cannot find someone to make a table like the one pictured on page 5, you can buy one that is cut to fit your machine, like the Sew Steady Portable Sewing Table by Dream World (which comes in several sizes).
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  Sew Steady table


  IRONING AREA


  Your ironing board is a major workstation when you are piecing. Be sure that it is heavy, stable, and not warped. If yours has any of these issues, shop for a new one.


  When ironing (even clothing), be aware that too much padding can lead to distortion. When you are piecing a quilt, inaccurate pressing of the pieces can ruin your project. A thin layer of 100% cotton batting (not more than ⅛ inch thick) makes an ideal ironing pad under the ironing board cover. A gridded ironing board cover is helpful. If the cover is stretched onto the board tight and straight, the lines of the grid can be used as guides to keep strips straight when pressing. See Class 140, Lesson Two, for more information about your pressing area page 39).


  It can be difficult to handle larger pieces on an ironing board because of its shape. It’s helpful to turn the ironing board around so you are working on the wider end.


  
    tip


    Avoid using a Teflon ironing board cover. The slippery surface makes it hard for the fabric pieces to get a grip and create resistance for the iron. Also, the fabric does not dry after you have steamed or starched it. Cotton is preferable because cotton sticks to cotton and absorbs moisture, and a cotton ironing board cover will keep the pieces from sliding when you are ironing seams. It also allows the pieces to dry quickly between steaming and starching.

  


  CUTTING AREA


  Kitchen or laundry room counters, or even the top of the clothes dryer, are good places to set up a makeshift cutting area. Just make sure it’s not too far from your sewing and ironing area.


  Find a place that’s at a comfortable height. If you are over 5 feet tall, about 36 inches is the best height. If you are under 5 feet tall, 32 inches or less will work for you. The main idea is that you do not want to lean over too much (ideally not at all) in order to be comfortable and to have the strength and power to cut the fabric cleanly and accurately. See Class 140, Lesson Two, page 39), for more information about ergonomics.


  LESSON TWO: Sewing machines


  Of course, if you are going to learn to machine piece, you need a sewing machine. Today’s sewing machine companies put a great deal of effort into making machines (even midline machines) that do everything, from straight stitch to digitized embroidery. The real story is that to excel at machine piecing, appliqué, and quilting, you need only a very basic machine. Few stitches beyond straight stitches are required, but there are some basic things you should consider when choosing a machine.


  CHOOSING A SEWING MACHINE


  We strongly advise you to avoid buying a cheap sewing machine at a big box store. It is best to choose a quality machine that not only gives you the features you need to start out but also allows you to grow into other techniques.


  An excellent way to get a high-quality machine at an affordable price is to look for a good used machine. The used machines of today were the top-end machines of a few years ago. A reliable sewing machine dealer generally has trade-in machines that are worth looking at. Try to test drive as many models and brands as you can, and make sure you actually sew on the machine you like best before you buy it. Many newer computerized machines are difficult for new sewers to understand, and you will be frustrated because the machine is in control instead of you!


  If you don’t want to invest in a machine, borrowing one from a family member or a friend is a good way to get started. If you already have a machine (or you borrow one), take it to a qualified mechanic and have it cleaned, oiled, and adjusted.
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  High-quality older equipment is a good place to start.


  When you choose a machine, make sure that it is easy to regulate and understand. As you test it, note the sound of the machine, the placement of your foot on the foot control, the way the fabric feeds through the machine while you are sewing, the brightness of the machine light, and the machine’s functions and accessories. Following are some functions and accessories that we recommend:


  [image: image] Fully adjustable stitch width and length capabilities. Many machines have stitch length and width settings in predefined increments. This can hinder the ability to adjust the machine to any setting you need or want. A dial that has infinite settings between the numbers is ideal.


  [image: image] A bobbin with a case that inserts from the front of the machine instead of dropping in from the top. These bobbin cases are more easily adjustable than the top, drop-in models. Placement of a seam guide (page 22) can be a problem with a drop-in system. Also consider bobbin size: the more thread it holds, the better.


  [image: image] A top tension adjustment dial that is easily accessible. Numbers on the dial are also necessary.


  [image: image] Presser feet that change easily and are stable (that do not wobble on the shank).


  [image: image] A feed-dog drop system that is easily accessible.


  [image: image] A good-sized work surface around the machine, or a tightly fitting portable sewing table that is made to go with the machine (see page 6).


  [image: image] A foot control that is at a comfortable angle for your foot, so you can maintain control of the speed for long periods.


  [image: image] Presser feet and accessories that really do the job:


  • ¼″ foot


  • Straight-stitch foot (available for Bernina)


  • Seam guide bar (available for Bernina)


  • Open-toe appliqué foot


  • ¼″ round free-motion (darning) foot


  • ¼″ round open-toe free-motion foot


  • Walking foot


  • Straight-stitch throat plate


  The following are good used machines that you might want to look for and try out.


  [image: image] Bernina mechanical machines – Models 930, 1020, 1030


  [image: image] Bernina computerized machines – Models 1090, 1130, 1230, 1260


  [image: image] Pfaff – Models 1475 through 7570


  [image: image] Viking – Lily, Rose, 1+


  PRESSER FEET


  The importance of presser feet cannot be overstated. They affect your view as you sew, the feeding of the fabric, and the accuracy of your seams. Most sewing machines come with a variety of presser feet, but most of these are for dressmaking and do not work for the narrow seam allowances used in patchwork.


  In the past few years, we have seen presser feet developed especially for piecing ¼″ seams. A universal ¼″ foot is the Little Foot, developed by Lynn Graves. This foot is designed to be a perfect ¼″ on the right side of the needle. The foot has ¼″ markings on the side to indicate the needle position: ¼″ behind the needle for starting the seam; a line directly across from the needle; and ¼″ in front of the needle, to indicate when to stop ¼″ from the edge. This foot is available in several shank sizes to adapt to most machines and is a good choice if your machine does not have a ¼″ foot available.
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  Various ¼″ piecing feet


  Most sewing machine companies have made ¼″ feet for their specific brands for several years now, and the theory is that on all ¼″ feet, it’s exactly ¼″ from the needle to the right-hand edge of the presser foot. However, because these feet aren’t necessarily totally accurate, not all quilters like using them.


  Harriet’s favorite foot is the Bernina #13, an old-fashioned straight-stitch foot like the one found on the Singer Featherweight. This foot has a very narrow toe on the right side and a wider one on the left. A guide bar can be placed in the back of the foot and positioned to whatever width from the foot you want the seam. The guide bar allows you to see the fabric pass to the side of the toe and watch it ride alongside the guide bar. This gives you much more control as the fabric passes under the foot and will automatically help clean up many accuracy issues in piecing.


  
    hint


    When the Bernina #13 foot is set up with the guide bar, you can cut off the extra bar that extends to the left of the presser foot, thus making it a very compact, usable foot. The bar extension won’t hurt anything, but it’s cumbersome.

  


  After being introduced to this foot by Sharyn Craig, Harriet has never gone back to the ¼″ foot. Unfortunately, not every machine manufacturer makes this foot, but it is worth looking into.


  For more about presser feet and accurate seams, see Class 130, page 20.


  
    hint


    Not all sewing machines have this foot available because the manufacturers have made their straight-stitch feet wide like zigzag feet, with a single hole where the needle passes through. This foot does not meet our needs.

  


  STRAIGHT-STITCH THROAT PLATE


  The throat plate is the metal piece that surrounds the feed dog. The standard throat plate on a modern machine has an oval opening that accommodates a zigzag stitch, which doesn’t work well for piecing. The oval hole allows the needle to push fabric down with it, and the stitch may not be made cleanly. Also, strips tend to veer away from the edge of the seam guide as you approach the ends, so it is hard to keep them straight and even while sewing.


  A straight-stitch plate will help eliminate this problem. This plate’s opening is too small to allow the fabric to enter with the needle. Straight-stitch machines such as Singer Featherweights make perfect stitches, and many quilters still prefer to piece on their old machines because of the stitch quality.
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  Straight-stitch and zigzag throat plates


  LESSON THREE: Rotary cutters and cutting mats


  The variety of rotary cutters and mats available today is amazing. When Harriet started quilting in the 1970s, rotary cutters had not been invented yet! Once they hit the market in the early 1980s, they revolutionized cutting fabric for quilting.


  ROTARY CUTTERS


  A rotary cutter is like a round razor blade with a handle. Rotary cutters are available in 18mm, 28mm, 45mm, 60mm, and 65mm blade sizes. There are several brands of rotary cutters, each with slightly different features. We suggest that you go to various quilting stores and ask to test-drive the brands and styles of cutters they carry. You will find that there is a vast difference in how they are held and where the pressure is applied as you cut with them.
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  Rotary cutting supplies


  Cutting fabric correctly is critical to good piecing, and cutting is where beginners have the most difficulty. If your cutter does not fit your hand properly, or you can’t apply even and steady pressure to the blade for the entire length of the cut, the cut will not go through the fabric layers and/or the edge will not be cut cleanly.


  
    hint


    Please don’t let the preferences of your friends, your mom or grandma, or a salesclerk influence what you buy. Try what they like and recommend, but form your own opinion after trying several different cutters.

  


  We recommend starting with the 45mm size. It is easy to cut with, goes through four layers of fabric easily, rides above the thickness of a rotary ruler, and comes in models with many different shapes and handles. This is the only size you need to get started.


  
    safety note


    Be very careful when using rotary cutters. They are razor sharp! Make it a habit to close your cutter every time you lay it down. Never leave a cutter lying around, open or closed, where small children can get hold of it.

  


  HOLDING A CUTTER PROPERLY


  Many books, as well as the instructions on cutter packages, suggest that you hold the cutter with a closed fist. This method doesn’t help direct the energy of your arm and hand onto the blade. Instead, let the handle of the cutter rest comfortably in the palm of your hand. Your index finger should extend forward, resting on the grooved space at the top edge of the handle (if the cutter has this). Your thumb should be on one side of the handle, and the other three fingers should curl gently around the other side.
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  Holding a rotary cutter properly


  Always cut away from your body. The muscles you use when pushing are stronger than those you use when pulling. You also eliminate the possibility of losing control of the cutter and hurting yourself!


  MAINTENANCE


  The rotary cutter blade is razor sharp when new, but after dozens of cuts it can start to dull. A dull blade requires more force than a sharp blade to do the same work, which can be tiring and can make your cutting inaccurate. Make sure you have one or two new blades on hand.


  Several newer cutters on the market have easy blade-changing systems. When changing the blade on one of the other cutters, lay out the parts in the order you take them off the handle. Wipe any lint from the back of the handle area that the blade rests on. Change the blade, making sure you select only a single blade if you purchased a multipack, and reassemble the parts in reverse order. You will notice that the new blade has a thin film of oil on it. Do not wipe this off, because it helps lubricate the blade while cutting.
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  Lay out parts of cutter in order as you disassemble it.


  ROTARY CUTTING MATS


  The cutting surface is just as important as the cutter you use. The mat allows you to press down on the cutter and let the blade sink slightly into the surface of the mat. Rotary cutting mats come in different sizes and materials, so you’ll need to try a few to find your preferences as to thickness, hardness, and ease of cutting.


  [image: image] Three-layer mats (made by Elan and Olfa) are made of two layers of PVC plastic, with a softer center layer. They are “self-healing,” meaning that the cuts do not stay in the surface. Either side can be cut on. Store them flat and away from heat; they will warp if exposed to a heat source or left in a hot car.


  [image: image] The harder, thinner version of the three-layer mat (made by Olfa, Omnigrid, and Ginger) feels flatter and harder when cutting. This type is also self-healing, and either side can be used to cut.


  [image: image] Soft plastic mats are solid translucent white plastic with a textured side (the cutting side) and a smooth side. They are usually not self-healing—the cutter may leave marks on the surface. Cuts can be smoothed with emery cloth or very fine sandpaper, but over time the board can become grooved and will distort the path of your cutter. It also dulls blades faster.


  [image: image] A few mats (made by June Tailor and Fiskars) are very hard plastic and have a textured cutting surface. Only one side of these mats can be used for cutting, and, of all the mats, these seem to be the hardest to cut accurately on.


  Rotary mats come in a variety of sizes. The most versatile size, 18″ × 24″, is what we recommend to start. If or when you get a large cutting table, the 24″ × 36″ mat is more efficient for doing a lot of cutting. There are also small mats that are handy for quick trimming at the machine and for taking to classes. Finally, there are mats that attach to ironing surfaces for use in very confined spaces.


  WORKING WITHOUT THE GRID LINES


  All mats come with a 1-inch grid printed on one side. Many books will tell you to work with this grid, but rarely do the mat lines match the lines of your ruler, and you will have too many lines to look at. Therefore, work on the solid side only, and rely on your ruler for accurate measurements.


  LESSON FOUR: Ruler basics


  Along with rotary cutters and cutting mats, rulers make up the foundation of the rotary revolution. A clear, accurate ruler is as important to guiding the cutter as a sharp blade is to cutting. There are many different rulers available for both general and specialty use. Rotary rulers are made of thick, clear acrylic and have lines and numbers evenly spaced across them. The number of lines and their spacing varies between brands, as do the color and thickness of the lines. Rulers that have numbers running in both directions are easy for both right- and left-handed quilters to use.


  RULER BRANDS AND CHARACTERISTICS


  When deciding on a ruler brand, keep the following in mind:


  [image: image] Do not change brands of rulers in the middle of a project! We cannot stress enough how important this point is. The measurements marked on the different brands will vary slightly. Find a brand you like, and stick with it.


  [image: image] Make sure that the brand you choose comes in a fairly large selection of sizes and shapes.


  [image: image] Be sure to place the rulers on top of both dark and light fabrics to check that the color of the lines shows enough to enable you to work with the ruler easily and accurately.


  [image: image] Check the thickness of the printed lines. The thicker the line, the greater the chance that you will measure and cut inaccurately.


  [image: image] It is handy to have a ruler marked with a 45°-angle line, as well as 30°- and 60°-angle lines.


  [image: image] Some brands have a ½″ measure on one side and end. Be sure to keep this in mind when cutting. The ½″ is added so that you only have to think about the finished strip size you need—the ½″ seam allowance is already added. This can cause trouble if you don’t pay attention to it.


  [image: image]


  Variety of rulers in basic sizes


  BASIC STARTER SIZES


  To start with, you will need a limited number of rulers. Good sizes to start with are any combination of the following:


  
    note


    Some brands add a ½″ measure to two sides of their rulers; others do not. The sizes below are the general sizes of the rulers, whether the ½″ is added or not. Creative Grids all have ½″ added. Some Omnigrid rulers do and some don’t. It would be advisable to be consistent in this when buying rulers.

  


  [image: image] 2½″ × 12½″


  [image: image] 3½″ × 18½″


  [image: image] 4″ × 12″ or 14″


  [image: image] 6½″ × 12″ or 18½″


  [image: image] 6½″ square


  [image: image] 9½″ square


  [image: image] 12½″ square


  [image: image] 18½″ square


  The four “bare-bones” basic sizes you will need to make most of the quilts in this book are a 2½″ × 12½″, a 4″ × 12″ or 14″, a 6½″ × 12″ or 18½″, and a 6½″ square. Add the other sizes once you get into adding borders, and for continuing in your quilting.


  
    tip


    While it may be temping to go to a large chain store and use a 40%-off coupon to buy these basic supplies, we highly recommend that you shop your local quilt shop. It will usually carry a larger variety of “quilter-friendly” notions and tools, and the salespeople will explain the features and uses of the tools to you.

  


  [image: image]


  ACCURATE MEASURING GUIDES


  Before investing in a ruler, test-drive several brands and sizes, especially to see how well you can read them. Many quilters find that certain color markings or too many lines make cutting very confusing and fatiguing. Be sure that you can easily read the measurements and follow a line the length of the ruler without your eyes blurring. (Confusion in reading the lines will lead to inaccurate cutting.) Strips of self-stick plastic called Glow-Line Tape can be placed along a measure line to help you with ruler placement.


  SLIPPAGE-STOP PRODUCTS


  Ruler slippage is a common problem when cutting. Quilter’s Rule rulers have a molded side with a raised grid to prevent slippage. Creative Grid rulers have built-in grips on the back along the sides.


  Some products can be placed on the back of any ruler. Invisi-Grip by Omnigrid “disappears” but stops a lot of the slippage. Fabric Grips by Collins are small sandpaper circles with self-adhesive backing. EZ Clear Fabric Grabbers are clear, but thicker. They really grab the fabric, but they make the ruler sit above the surface of the fabric.


  If you don’t want something permanently stuck to your ruler, you can use small pieces of plastic shelf liner or rug backing. These stick to the ruler when you apply pressure but peel off easily.


  We have found that slippage often occurs when using a ruler that is wider than needed. Use the narrowest ruler you can for the size of strips you are cutting, and slippage will be less of a problem.


  
    note


    All the factors we have discussed in this class affect your ability to cut easily and accurately. The table height must be correct, the mat a correct size, the rotary cutter comfortable, and the cutter blade sharp. If you have problems cutting, consider all of the above. Your hand position on the ruler is dependent on how you stand at the table and how much pressure you can apply to the ruler. We will walk you through this process in Class 120 page 19).

  


  All right! You made it through the nuts-and-bolts section—now on to fabric!


  Class 120


  [image: image]


  LESSON ONE: All about fabric


  One of the most fun aspects of being a quilter is buying and collecting fabric. If you have not yet been bitten by the fabric bug, get ready. Quilters buy fabric just because they have to own a piece of it! It is like collecting artwork. Each fabric has a beauty of its own, and when you combine it with several others, the WOW! factor kicks in. Many of us lose sleep planning the quilts that our fabrics inspire us to make.


  Falling in love with and buying fabric is only the beginning. Choosing the right fabrics and preparing them properly is essential in order to keep fabrics and quilts durable and vibrant for years.


  In this class, you’ll learn the basics about fabric selection and preparation. In Class 160, we’ll get to the aesthetics—color, prints, and so forth.


  When choosing fabrics for quiltmaking, fiber content, thread count, shrinkage, and colorfastness all need to be taken into consideration. We strongly recommend using only high-quality 100% cotton fabrics. It’s also essential that your fabric be straight and on-grain in order for your finished quilt top to be successful. You’ll learn all about these factors in this class.


  
    note


    As this series of lessons progresses, we will delve deeper into the subject of textiles. Harriet’s book on textiles for quiltmakers, entitled From Fiber to Fabric, explores the science of making fabric, batting, and thread. If you are interested in the nitty-gritty of quiltmaking products, this book is a necessary read (see Resources, page 112).

  


  FABRIC BASICS


  Selvage – the lengthwise edges of the fabric, usually from ¼ to ½ inch wide. The selvage ensures that the edges of the fabric will not tear when the cloth undergoes the stresses and strains of the printing and finishing processes.


  Lengthwise grain – runs parallel to the selvage and has very little stretch. Also known as the warp yarns.


  Crosswise grain – runs perpendicular to the selvage and has more stretch than the lengthwise grain. Also called filling or weft yarns.


  [image: image]


  Position of fabric grains


  Bias – the 45° angle to both sets of yarns. It has the most stretch.


  Thread count – the number of threads in a square inch of cloth, both lengthwise and crosswise. Quilting fabric is an even-weave fabric, meaning there are an equal number of yarns in both directions. Quality fabrics for quiltmaking run from 60 × 60 to 76 × 76 yarns per square inch. The fewer yarns in the count, the heavier and beefier the fabric will feel. The higher the thread count, the finer and tighter the fabric feels.


  FABRIC GRAIN


  It is very important that you work with fabrics that are on-grain. Not all fabrics that you buy will be perfectly on-grain, but most can be straightened and put back on-grain once you get them home. We’ll explain how in Exercise: Realigning fabric grain (page 15). This brings us to the subject of tearing versus cutting fabric from the bolt.


  TEARING VERSUS CUTTING OFF THE BOLT


  When you buy fabric, it will either be cut or torn off the bolt, depending on your quilt shop owner’s preference. Some quilters favor one approach and some the other. The most common reason for the alignment problem is that the fabric is wrapped onto the bolt unevenly. Whether it is cut or torn can affect whether you get enough fabric for your project.


  Cutting. If a fabric is cut off the bolt at a perfect 90° angle to the selvage, you might think you have the exact amount you need. However, consider whether the fabric is coming off the bolt on-grain crosswise. You will need to look very closely to see how the filling yarns (crosswise, selvage to selvage) align with the warp yarns (parallel to the selvage). Are they perfectly straight and even with the cut, or do they run off the cut edge at an angle? Once cut, do the yarns of the crosswise grain unravel evenly from edge to edge? Or do they stop somewhere along the cut?


  [image: image]


  Different degrees of off-grain shown by tearing


  [image: image]


  Left: Fabric torn from bolt showing edges out of alignment Right: Same fabric cut from bolt—uneven edges aren’t visible


  Cutting an off-grain fabric off the bolt can often add up to a large loss. Once you’ve straightened it at home, you may find yourself short of the yardage you need for the project. If you detect this at the store, you’ll need to purchase up to ¼ yard extra just for straightening.


  Tearing. If a fabric is torn from the bolt, you automatically know if the fabric is on-grain or not. You will have exactly the same usable length on each selvage edge, even though the ends do not line up.


  When the fabric is torn, some of the threads can turn over, exposing the backside that has not been saturated or printed with dye. This is more prevalent in fabrics with low (60 × 60) thread count. If the fabric is torn, this damaged area is generally added to the yardage you’re buying at each end. Therefore, when you cut away the damaged areas after straightening, you’ll be left with the exact yardage you purchased.


  [image: image]


  Turned threads caused by low thread count and tearing


  If you find that the torn edges of the fabric on the bolt are up to 3 inches off-grain, feel the “hand” of the fabric. If it is soft and pliable, you’ll most likely get the grain realigned with little effort. If the fabric feels stiff, reconsider buying it—stiff fabric can be next to impossible to straighten. Also, if the bolt is labeled “perma-press,” the fabric might be a bit harder to straighten.


  PRINT/GRAIN ALIGNMENT


  If fabric is printed off-grain, you need to consider how you are using the fabric and whether this will affect the finished quilt. Too often, you won’t notice this problem until the quilt is finished and you see that the off-grain fabric wavers.


  [image: image]


  Line shows print is off-grain crosswise.


  General guidelines for this issue are as follows:


  [image: image] If the pieces are cut small enough that the off-grain print isn’t noticeable, you can cut on-grain, off-print.


  [image: image] If you are planning to use the fabric for larger blocks and pieces, cutting on-print, off-grain will give the most appealing look.


  [image: image] Cutting borders on the lengthwise grain can help minimize the problem.


  [image: image]


  Left: Block cut on-grain, off-print. Right: Block cut on-print, off-grain


  If you’re thinking of using an off-grain print for sashing or borders and the problem would be obvious, you would need to cut on-print. However, because borders should be on the straight grain for stability (and, in the case of wallhangings, to make the piece hang straight), you might need to choose a different fabric.


  LESSON TWO: Washing your fabric


  THE “BIG DEBATE”: PREWASH OR NOT?


  The “big debate” is whether to prewash all your fabrics as soon as you get them home, or to store them new and make the choice whether to wash them or not depending on the project. Like everything else, this can be a multifaceted issue. It has to do with how you work, as well as the style of quilting you develop. It also involves colorfastness and other fabric issues. Because it can be a complex question, we don’t want to simply say, “Do (or don’t) prewash, and everything will be okay.” That might set you up for potential problems in the future. Therefore, we are introducing some concepts that you might want to keep in mind as you begin to buy fabric. We will expand on this topic with each of the books in this series.


  PREWASHING


  Many quilters prewash everything as it comes in the door, believing that this will take care of color bleeding and shrinkage. However, you can’t tell if a fabric has a colorfastness problem just by washing it. In fact, incorrect prewashing can actually cause stress, fading, or bleeding in fabrics. As for shrinkage of the finished quilt, you will find that it is actually dictated by the batting and the spacing of the quilting stitches, not by the fabric.


  The decision to prewash or not will be based on your personal preferences as you learn to quilt. Many quilters work with prewashed fabric because they deal with many colors and scraps, often shared among several quilters. You may want to prewash if you prefer the soft “hand” of washed fabric, or if you prefer a less textured look to the quilt when it is finished and laundered.


  You will find that piecing with prewashed fabric presents a few problems. Prewashed fabric is soft and has less body than new fabric, so it can be a bit harder to cut accurately. When you are sewing, the pressure of the presser foot can distort the pieces slightly. Also, pressed seams tend not to be as flat and crisp as with unwashed fabric. Starching prewashed fabric can help. However, do not starch fabric before storing it. Starch can invite bugs such as silverfish and moths to take up residence in your stash, so starch only the yardage you need for a particular project. Starch it when you straighten the grain to give it stability for cutting and sewing, and when pressing, for sharper edges on the pressed seams.


  
    note


    If you find that you are allergic to the finish on a fabric, or you develop a skin rash from working with nonwashed fabrics, then by all means, prewash!

  


  NONWASHING


  Some quilters prefer to store all their fabric just as it comes off the bolt, and then to prewash or not for a given quilt project depending on the look they want for the finished quilt. For example, if all your fabric is prewashed, but you decide to make a reproduction 1930s quilt, the finished quilt will not have the right texture and look. That vintage look comes from the shrinkage of the fabric and batting together. The shrinkage is what makes the older quilts soft, warm, and cuddly. However, if you want to make a contemporary wall quilt with no texture, prewashing might be the best solution. If you do not prewash everything as you buy it, your options are always open and your fabric stash is very versatile.


  Neither way of handling fabric is right or wrong. It’s as simple as deciding on your preferences and work styles. Try working with both washed and nonwashed fabrics. Start out by storing your new fabric unwashed. If you find that over time, you’re constantly washing every piece, you will probably want to switch to prewashing. If, however, you find that you need the choice of nonwashed fabric for some of your projects, or you just prefer the feel of working with it, you may want to store all your fabric unwashed, and wash it when you’re ready to use it. The bottom line is that you need to take responsibility for your decisions and make them based on fact, not on guesswork or because “someone told me I had to.”


  
    tip


    For beginners, Carrie recommends sticking with safe colors to lessen your headaches. Mediums, lights, pastels, and multicolor prints are generally free from most color transference problems. Avoid using two highly contrasting colors, such as red and white, as well as batiks and very dark, rich colors.

  


  
    note


    Again, if you want the complete story on fabrics right now, consult Harriet’s book From Fiber to Fabric.

  


  We feel that at this point, all that detailed information would be overwhelming. However, if we simply tell you, “Prewash (or not), and everything will be okay,” that would not be honest, and it would set you up for potential problems with your quilts in the future. So, we have introduced some concepts for you to keep in mind as you begin buying fabric.


  Right now we know you just want to jump in and get started. But as you expand your skills and your interest continues, you will be ready to take the time to deal with the care of textiles in a knowledgeable way. So we will expand on this topic with each book in this series.


  LESSON THREE: Preparing fabric


  Your fabric must be prepared properly before you cut it, so that the units sew and press accurately. When working with strips, as we are in this book—whether they are for strip piecing, sashings, or borders—the trueness of the fabric’s grain is a major factor in how well your quilt top behaves. If the grainline along the edge of the strips varies by more than a few threads, there is potential for stretching and distortion. In this class, we explain the right way to realign fabric that is off-grain.


  [image: image] EXERCISE:

  REALIGNING FABRIC GRAIN


  Supplies:


  Pins


  Iron


  Faultless Heavy spray starch


  Materials:


  ½ yard 100% cotton fabric


  Many people believe that by pulling the fabric on the bias opposite to the direction it is off, they can straighten the fabric. However, if you examine a piece of fabric that has been pulled in this way, you’ll see that the yarns have been misaligned and pulled out of square. A better way to realign the fabric grain is to press a new center fold into the fabric.


  1. If your fabric is not already torn, begin by tearing each end of the yardage to find the crosswise grain. (Work in short yardages of ½ yard or less.) Make a ½″ clip in the fold at least 2½″ from each end of the fabric and grasp both sides of the cut at the fold. Tear quickly to prevent stretching.


  [image: image]


  Start with a ½″ cut to tear fabric.


  
    tip


    Tearing a strip at least 2½ inches wide off your fabric will enable you to cut pieces for your quilts from that strip later, if needed. Tearing narrower strips may result in having to tear a second or third strip in order to get the fabric to tear cleanly from selvage to selvage. It is better to tear a big strip to start with and have it wide enough to use later than to waste a smaller piece of fabric.

  


  2. Open the fabric so it lies flat on your ironing board and spray it with water to dampen it lightly. If you have prewashed the fabric, you can do this step while the fabric is still damp. The sizing must be damp in order to allow the yarns to move back to their original position.


  3. Press to remove the original center fold. Iron the fabric dry. If you have prewashed the fabric, now is a good time to start applying starch to build body and stability back into the fabric.


  4. Fold the fabric in half from selvage to selvage and pin the 2 selvage edges together. A can of heavy spray starch is helpful here. Lightly spray with starch and use your fingers to coax the fabric to lie flat.


  [image: image]


  Fold in half and pin selvages together to start straightening process.


  
    tip


    Starch works like a muscle relaxant for fabric, helping it “relax” into the new shape. Our favorite is Faultless Heavy spray starch. It seems to add the most crispness without flaking or scorching. Make sure your iron is not set beyond the cotton setting. If the iron is too hot, the starch will scorch and stick to the bottom of the iron.

  


  5. To create a new center fold, press toward the center, working from the torn edge and selvage down. Use one hand on the iron, and the other to smooth the fabric as you press. You are coaxing the fabric back into alignment, so be patient and light-handed. Steam can also be helpful in this process, but don’t use steam after you have applied starch.


  [image: image]


  Using iron to press fold


  6. If you have someone around who can work with you, this job can be very efficient. As one person holds the fabric at the selvage corners and the other pulls at each end of the center fold, the fabric will automatically realign into a new center fold.


  [image: image]


  An extra pair of hands makes fast work of realigning grain.


  7. Once you have established a new center fold, turn the fabric over and press the other side, checking for folds and distortions. Fold the fabric in half crosswise again.


  [image: image]


  Fold in half again, line up torn edges, and fold to selvage.


  8. Check to see that the torn edges again align. If not, repeat the process. A few threads’ variance is acceptable here. Once this final alignment is achieved, the fabric is ready for cutting.


  LESSON FOUR: Working properly with a ruler


  Before cutting strips, you must establish a straight edge on the fabric. In addition, check the following three things before you actually cut the fabric.


  [image: image] First, make sure your fabric is well pressed. Take a minute and iron the fabric to eliminate sharp creases where the fabric has been folded in storage (not the creases you pressed in when straightening). Pressing your fabric carefully at this point will make it easier to cut now and to sew later.


  [image: image] Second, make sure your cutting mat is on a firm, flat surface that allows plenty of room for your fabric and tools. A solid wood table has no give and works best to support the mat and the pressure of cutting. (Most newer lightweight plastic folding tables are too spongy.)


  [image: image] Third, check how your fabric is folded. Fold it wrong sides together so that the selvage edges match up. Fold it a second time so that the fold matches up with the selvages. The fabric is now 11″ wide (this is the folded size that you get once you straighten the grain as described on page 17.


  
    note


    Many quilters prefer not to make the second fold, but work with the fabric folded once, selvage to selvage, making the fabric 22 inches wide. This may eliminate some of the problems with bends in the fabric strips, but the ruler is apt to slip when cutting such a long length. We suggest that you try both ways to see which feels most comfortable and gives you the most accurate results. Remember that a narrow ruler could eliminate much of the problem.

  


  A small, narrow ruler is more manageable when cutting strips. Choose a ruler that is several inches longer than the folded fabric. The narrower the ruler, the less likely it is to slip while you are cutting. If you are cutting narrow strips, a 2½″- or 3½″-wide ruler is adequate.


  We recommend that you work with the lines of the ruler and avoid using the grid lines printed on the cutting mat. If possible, turn the mat over to the plain side.


  Position the ruler on the fabric, and place the ring finger of the hand holding the ruler against the ruler’s outside edge. This helps brace the ruler so it doesn’t slip while you are cutting.


  [image: image]


  Placement of ring finger against edge to help prevent slippage


  When cutting, you can walk your hand up the length of the ruler to keep it straight and accurate, keeping your finger against the edge of the ruler.


  [image: image] EXERCISE:

  PREPARING FABRIC TO CUT STRIPS


  Supplies:


  Rotary cutter, mat, and ruler


  Materials:


  Straightened fabric, folded to be 11″ wide, from Exercise: Realigning fabric grain (page 15)


  1. To clean up the torn fabric edge and establish a straight edge, position a cross line of the ruler on the folded edge of the fabric. This fold should be closest to you, with the selvage edge at the top. If you are right-handed, the fabric will be positioned so that it extends to the left. If you are left-handed, the fabric will extend to the right.


  [image: image]


  Position of fabric if left-handed


  [image: image]


  Position of fabric if right-handed


  2. Your arm should be extended comfortably at about a 45° angle to your body. Hold the cutter with the blade next to the ruler. You should be able to make one clean cutting action across the fabric, applying enough pressure to cut through all the layers, but not so much that you cut into the mat. Do not saw back and forth on the fabric; this will result in a rough, choppy edge.


  3. Keep the long edge of the ruler close to the torn edge of the fabric and a cross line of the ruler on the double fold. This aligns the ruler at both the fold and the edge to be cut. Cut off the torn edge.


  [image: image]


  Align cross lines on ruler.


  LESSON FIVE: Cutting straight strips


  Now that you have a properly aligned piece of fabric with a straight edge, you’re ready to cut strips.


  [image: image] EXERCISE: CUTTING STRIPS


  Supplies:


  Rotary cutter, mat, and ruler


  Materials:


  Straightened and trimmed fabric from previous exercise


  1. Once you have cut off the torn edge, the fabric will now need to be turned 180°, so that the bulk of the fabric is on the same side as the hand you cut with.


  2. To cut strips, position the ruler on top of the fabric, measuring in from the cut edge. Align the line of the measurement you desire with the cut edge, extending the ruler that amount into the body of the fabric. Make sure that the horizontal lines of the ruler align with the fold of the fabric perfectly, and that the vertical measurement line is running exactly along the cut edge.


  [image: image]


  Position ruler to prepare to cut strips.


  3. Unfold the first fabric strip you cut and check the center fold. If the strip is straight, you know the fabric is folded properly. If it has a V at the fold, your strips will continue to be bent unless you re-press the piece of fabric and make sure everything is even. If the ruler is not aligned perfectly with both the fold and the cut edge, you’ll also get V’s in every strip.


  [image: image]


  Straight strip and strip with V


  4. As you continue to cut strips, be sure that the ruler remains exactly aligned with the fabric—checking both the cut edge and the fold. You can readily see when anything is out of alignment, as the fabric will no longer be perpendicular to the ruler. Check that you are using the same side of the printed line every time you align the ruler.


  5. After cutting 3 or 4 strips, check again for straightness. If there is any V to the strips, realign the fabric piece and square it up again. The importance of this step cannot be overstressed. Too often we assume that everything is okay, only to find after cutting that all the strips are bent and therefore difficult to work with.


  
    note


    If you have several strips with V’s, you can cut across them at the fold, and they will be usable as two shorter strips.

  


  Double-check that your strips are all EXACTLY the same width. Take time to double-check which side of the ruler line you are aligning with. The simple act of changing sides of a line can cause a cut that is threads wider or narrower, making a difference in the width of the strip. Cutting is the first step toward accurate piecing. If the strip width varies by only a few threads, it will continually add up to misfit pieces.




End of sample
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