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Preface

 Crazy in the Garden, 46˝ × 46 ,̋ by the author, 2009

e
The three-dimensional flowers took center stage here. I also added some machine 

embroidery of hummingbirds and beaded butterfly motifs to increase the richness of 
the mix. Details from this quilt are on pages 24, 50, and 53, as well as on the front cover.

This quilt won second place in the Embellished Quilts category 
at the 2010 International Quilt Festival in Houston, Texas.
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Detail of Bryant Family Cottage, by the author, 2009

M y first quilt was made of red and blue bandanas 
from the army surplus store, sewed together in  

a checkerboard. The batting was two heavy woolen 
blankets, and I used an old sheet for the backing. It  
was 1972, my brother was getting married, and the  
quilt weighed 25 pounds!

I’ve quilted ever since. My years as a design student 
in college have served me well in this passionate pursuit. 
Innumerable bed quilts, stained-glass quilts, and years of 
Broderie Perse and landscape quilts followed. I explored 
and loved them all for decades. But then crazy quilting 
happened to me in 2001, and my quilting life changed 
for good. I went from “sane” to “crazy,” and I have never 
looked back.

People come to crazy quilting from many different 
disciplines: embroidery, painting, graphic arts, cross-
stitching, and, nowadays, mixed media. All have found 
their way to this quilting genre, which embraces and 
accepts all needlework techniques, and they all bring 
their own special strengths to their stitching. But I come 
from a “sane,” or traditional, quilting background, and it 
is that orientation that informs this book.

My goal is to make crazy quilting accessible to anyone 
who has been intrigued by the possibilities of this genre 
but intimidated by the technical challenges (and there are 
a few) or by the perception of the time required. Perhaps 
the overwhelming choices available in unfamiliar supplies 
have held people back from trying this incredibly satisfy-
ing and stimulating pastime. Or maybe, it is just plain hard 
to get started on something new.

I hope you will find what you need in this book to 
help you break through any reluctance and give crazy 
quilting a try. The first four chapters cover materials and 
techniques for creating your own “fabrics,” constructing 
crazy blocks, and making wonderful embellishments 
using embroidery, ribbon, beads, and more. Then, there 
is a gallery of some of my fellow stitchers’ work, as well 
as my own, to give you more ideas for your own work. 
Next you’ll find six different and approachable projects 
that give you an opportunity to apply what you’ve 
learned. Some of these projects might take a weekend, 
while others will take longer; but all of them are de-
signed to help you enter this fabulous world of stitching, 
texture, color, and, most of all, joy. Finally, the chapter 
titled Work in Progress: A Crazy Quilt from Start to  
Finish (pages 109–125) leads you through the entire 
process of creating a crazy quilt, with much information 
gleaned from hard experience.

I hope you enjoy it all and that you find this book 
useful. Joyful stitching, everybody!

—Allie
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Collecting Your Materials and Tools

P eople come to crazy quilting from so many different backgrounds. Traditional makers 

of quilts go “crazy,” of course, but many crazy quilters start out in embroidery, cross-

stitching, painting, tatting, or even mixed media. And truly, any needlework or fiber technique 

can be incorporated into a crazy quilt. That’s what keeps it so fresh with possibilities.

But some of these creative endeavors with crazy quilts involve slightly different supplies, 

materials, and tools than you may be used to working with. This is not to say that you need to 

go out and spend a lot of money to get started with crazy quilting. Much of what you’ll need 

is closer at hand than you think. In fact, you might be one of those people who has hoarded 

and collected shiny and beautiful bits and mementos for years, wondering what to do with 

them. These bits are perfect for your crazy quilt! But if you aren’t one of those people, this 

chapter will describe some sources for assembling the necessary goodies, as well as the kinds 

of tools you’ll need.

d Materials
We have more luscious choices than 

ever to include in our crazy quilts. We 

can even create our own “fabrics” to 

add to our quilts, using new supplies 

and techniques (page 19). Let’s look at 

this sumptuous array of materials. …

This detail of Crazy in the Desert (full quilt on page 65) shows a rich combination of burlap, 
commercially printed and hand-dyed cotton, upholstery, silks, and other fabrics, all looking 
like they very much belong together.

d
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Fabrics
Traditionally, crazy quilts are made from “fancy” fabrics, such as silk and velvet, and indeed these fabrics are wonderful to 

use. But I love the great variety in texture, weave, fiber content, and even reflectivity that can be achieved by juxtaposing 

wildly divergent and unusual fabrics.

Ultrasuede, burlap, upholstery fabric, and corduroy look terrific in a block next to dupioni silk or commercially printed 

cotton. Wool and netted lace were made for each other. Shall we appliqué bonded lamé onto sueded rayon? Why not? 

And hand-dyed cotton looks great pieced in with brocade!

Left to right: Rayon panne velvet, silk brocade, 
Japanese cotton indigo, Ultrasuede, metallic 
knit, upholstery fabric, burlap

Left to right: Quilters’ cotton, printed denim, 
rayon jacquard, woven Mylar, cotton velve-
teen, quilters’ cotton, upholstery fabric

This is what crazy quilter Martha Green calls 
“pyrotechnics”—synthetic fabrics with Mylar 
“sequins” and holographic printing. Every 
fabric is fair game in crazy quilting.

But where can you find all these 

new-to-you fabrics? The number one 

source of choice for unusual and  

inexpensive textile finds is a thrift store. 

You may find a vintage silk blouse with 

a stain on the front for 50 cents, and it 

might even have nice buttons. Simply 

harvest the fabric (and buttons) by cut-

ting the blouse apart and trimming off 

its construction sewing. In this way, you 

can add something unique (and inex-

pensive) to your stash.

Other finds include wedding gowns, 

prom dresses, and curtains, all of which 

give high yields of usable fabric. Jars of 

buttons that sell for a few dollars might 

very well contain some real treasures. So 

scout those thrift stores, yard and estate 

sales, flea markets, and swap meets, too.

Cut-up old clothes become great fabrics!
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Sometimes old linens, such as  

hankies or tea towels, make a great base 

for embroidery and crazy quilting. You 

can even include traditional vintage quilt 

blocks in your crazy quilts.

Collect linens, hankies, and blocks. For crazy quilt projects that “upcycle” these finds,  
see Waltie (page 81) and “Sisters” Crazy Quilt Scrapbook Page (page 88).

Upholstery shops are another great 

place to find an array of unique fabrics. 

Most have outdated sample books 

just waiting for the trash. Offer to take 

these off their hands and get a whole 

palette of 4˝ × 6˝ fabrics in just one 

book. You don’t need much of any  

one fabric at all for a crazy quilt. The 

more variety you include, the better 

(in my opinion). You’ll be saving the 

landfill, too.

Upholstery samples
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Always check out the remnant bins at high-end fabric shops. Likewise, some 

silk import companies, such as Thai Silks in Los Altos, California (see Suppliers, 

page 127), may sometimes sell beautiful packs of outdated samples for a few 

dollars apiece.

Another great way to enhance your fabric stash is via online swaps. Many 

crazy quilt groups facilitate well-organized exchanges of fabrics—usually around 

a theme—among their members. Poke around on the Internet to see what  

you can find. Groups are full of friendly people who would love to share their 

passion for CQ (crazy quilting) with you and help you get involved, and the 

groups are easy to join.

Quilt shops and chain fabric stores will always provide tempting additions  

to your stash. You only need to buy 1/8 yard of any one fabric as you are  

getting started.

One last mysterious, but true, thought about acquiring fabrics: When word gets out that you have taken up crazy 

quilting, all kinds of strange and wonderful textiles will come to you from people who don’t know what to do with them 

but who want to see them used. You will become a fabric magnet. When a friend of mine sold her family’s custom jet 

upholstery business, a station wagon full of very interesting sample books and swatches came my way. (There must be 

some amazing private jets out there. My imagination’s favorite private jet is done up in pink faux leopard tapestry fabric!)

Threads
I was a “sane” quilter for a long time. 

The only threads I ever used were for 

machine piecing, quilting, and appliqué. 

So when crazy quilting took over my 

life, I had to start building my thread 

stash from scratch. Dull or shiny, thick 

or thin, smooth or hairy—threads give 

you so many design options.

I remember when all the embroidery 

thread I owned fit in one little box! Now 

my thread fills many, many small bins. 

Needlepoint and cross-stitch stores and 

websites, exchanges with friends, online 

purveyors catering especially to the 

crazy quilter, eBay and Etsy shops—all 

are great places to look for new and 

interesting threads.

Let’s examine some different kinds 

of threads and see how they look 

stitched up. This is not a comprehensive 

list—just threads I like and use a lot.
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A

B

C

D

E

F

Thread sampler

On this thread sampler, the threads are all used  

in the herringbone stitch for comparison purposes.

A	 	Embroidery floss, made of separate 
strands. Top to bottom: Bamboo, 
rayon, cotton, metallic, and silk, 
each shown stitched in 6 strands, 
3 strands, and 1 strand. These are 
the most common and versatile 
threads used in crazy quilting.

B	 	Perle threads, with twisted strands. 
Top to bottom: Cotton, size 3 
and 5; rayon and silk, size 8; and 
fine silk, size 12. The higher the 
number, the thinner the thread. 
The twist in perle thread gives 
luster to your stitches.

C	 	Single-strand threads. Top to 
bottom: Nylon “velvet” thread, 
DMC cotton flower thread, and 
Guttermann machine silk thread. 
Single-strand thread, whether thick 
or thin, gives stitches a clean line.

D	 	Non-plied threads. Top to bottom: 
Rayon, silk from Kreinik, and 
Scalamandré fine silk. These 
threads are slightly more difficult 
to work with, because you have 
to make sure they stay twisted as 
you stitch. But you can’t get their 
sheen any other way.

E	 	Kreinik metallics. Top to bottom: 
Fine braid, medium braid, and 
1/8˝ metallic ribbon. Kreinik (see 
Suppliers, page 127) is the go-to 
company for glittery threads, in 
my opinion. Its threads are easy to 
work with and come in so many 
fine colors, weights, and types.

F	 	Wool. Top to bottom: Medicis fine 
tapestry yarn by DMC and 3-ply 
needlepoint yarn. Wool is always a 
pleasure to stitch with, and it lends 
a folksy look to your needlework. 
It also contrasts so nicely with silk.
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A

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

Sampler of unusual threads

You can use interesting selections from your local knitting shop. These 

fibers generally need to be couched down (attached to the quilt surface with 

hand stitches, using a second thread) rather than stitched with directly.

A	 	Mylar-wrapped rayon by Mokuba 
(see Suppliers, page 127)

B	 Metallic eyelash

C	 	Feathery eyelash attached with 
Kreinik metallic embroidery thread 
in herringbone and detached 
chain stitch

D	 Rayon eyelash

E	 Eyelash couched with seed beads

F	 	Rayon ribbon couched with her-
ringbone stitch in DMC Flower 
thread

G	 	Chenille yarn couched with 
machine quilting thread

H	 	Rayon cording couched with 
hand-dyed 4mm silk ribbon
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Trims
Trims are such an easy way to add complexity to the look of crazy quilting. 

Whether sewn on by themselves, grouped (see Crazy Quilt Soft Doll: 

The Dreaming Maiden, page 101), or used as the base for further hand 

embellishment, trims are an indispensable element in crazy quilting.

You only need to buy half a yard at a time. However, if you really 

like one trim in particular, then 2 or 3 yards will last you for a while. 

I buy my trims at sewing and specialty stores, from vendors at quilt 

shows, or anywhere I can find them!

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

I

J

Trim sampler

A Metallic and cotton woven braid

B Wide chenille rickrack

C Rayon rickrack with woven detail

D  Machine-embroidered cotton 
rickrack

E  Rayon jacquard from Ally’s Bazaar 
(see Suppliers, page 127)

F Narrow rayon guimp

G Circle-stitched rayon guimp

H Solid rayon guimp

I Rayon cording

J  French jacquard–woven 
rayon trim



Allie Aller’s Crazy Quilting14.

Lace
Lace adds elegance and charm to crazy quilts. There are so 

many kinds of lace, and they are all so pretty. You’ll find vin-

tage lace at estate sales, thrift stores, and antique shops, to 

name a few places. When word gets out that you are a crazy 

quilter, prepare to become a lace magnet. Many people save 

it, but they don’t know how to use it. So they’ll give it to you 

for your crazy quilts … and you’ll be doing them a favor by 

taking it off their hands!

Fabric stores catering to the bridal sewer are your best 

bet for purchasing new lace. And as with trim, you don’t 

need very much of any one kind.

There is so much the crazy quilter can do with lace, 

including beading it, embroidering over it, and painting it 

(pages 41–43).

Lace sampler. Note especially the crocheted lace, third from the 
bottom, which has rickrack attached!

Silk ribbon
Silk ribbon embroidery is another area of interest to the 

crazy quilter. You can use 2, 4, 7, 13mm, or wider widths 

either in the embroidery along and over the seams, between 

your fabric patches or shapes (from here on called seam 

treatments), or in designs within the shapes, called motifs.

Silk ribbon in various widths and special long-eyed needles (page 15) 
used to stitch with them

d Tools
Crazy quilting is low-tech, and you don’t need to invest 

much money to practice it. This is, of course, because most 

of the work is done by hand. If you do use a sewing machine 

to create blocks, a very simple machine will suffice. Almost 

the only machine stitches I ever use are the straight stitch 

and the zigzag. (The Beach at Pilar, San Carlos, Mexico, on 

page 93, does offer a chance to use some of your machine’s 

embroidery stitches, however.)

Sharp embroidery, fabric, and paper scissors; an iron and 

ironing surface; a rotary cutter, ruler, and mat; good lighting; 

a simple design wall surface (page 18)—these are the only 

basics you need. If you prefer to embroider using a hoop, 

that is another essential but inexpensive tool; some crazy 

quilters swear by them, while others (myself included) can’t 

stand them. One special thing you will need, though, is lots 

of different kinds and sizes of needles.
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