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D e D i c a t i o n

I would like to dedicate 
this book to my high school 
sweetheart and wonderful 
wife, Donna. You have 
continued to support me 
and my crazy, insane ideas 
for over 44 years, and for 
that I will be eternally 
grateful. You are the best!

INTRODUCTION
Hello, machine quilters and would-be machine quilters. I would 

like to say a few words about the idea behind and the reason 

for this book.

In the time since I began machine quilting, I have seen a radical 

evolution in the quilting world. Machine quilting has gone from 

a dirty word to an accepted art form. 

There are a lot of true artists doing amazing commercial 

machine quilting. The downside to having one of these artists 

do your quilting for you is that the cost is going to be much, 

much higher than if you do it yourself. Good work takes time, 

and time is money for those in the business. 

The other downside is that you also run the risk of not getting 

the design or quality that you expected when you turned your 

pride and joy over to someone else. Along with the quality 

machine-quilting artists, as in any industry, there are also those 

who produce substandard results. You would not believe the 

horror stories I have heard from unhappy customers who have 

had their quilts ruined by someone else, and they still had to 

pay for shoddy work.

I have long felt that for a piece of work to be truly the owner’s, 

he or she should create it from start to finish. That way, the 

piece is unique to the person who created it.

It is my goal with this book to present in text and pictures the 

machine-quilting class I have taught to hundreds of people for 

over ten years. Rather than just present the techniques, which 

many others before me have done, I want to address the prob-

lems students continually have when learning to machine quilt 

and provide solutions to those problems.

In addition, it is my feeling that if quilters begin to complete 

more of their own machine-quilted projects, they will have 

more money to make more quilts.

I hope this book inspires you and helps you develop the neces-

sary skills to create the next blue-ribbon winner at your local 

and then national quilt show. The only thing holding you back 

is you.

ac k n o w l e D g m e n t s

First and most important, I 
would like to thank the students 
I have had over the many years 
I have been teaching. You con-
tinually inspire me with your 
accomplishments and creativity.

I also want to thank Susanne 
Woods for encouraging me to 
submit the proposal for this book.

To Liz Aneloski, my editor 
extraordinaire, a special thank-
you for taking a machine quilter 
and making him look like an 
author (no easy task).
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5TOOLS, SUPPLIES, AND WORKSPACE

CHAPTER     1

The Machine
The foot control should be able to smoothly control 

the machine speed from very slow to fast. Some of the 

very inexpensive machines cannot be operated at a 

slow speed. They tend to groan and then take off all of 

a sudden as you press harder on the pedal. This will lead 

to lots of frustration for quilters of any skill level. If your 

machine does this, I recommend that you get another 

machine for machine quilting. It doesn’t have to be a new 

models; there are plenty of perfectly good used ones out 

there that have been traded in for the latest, greatest one.

Throat opening size (the distance from the needle to the 

inside of the machine) is a matter of convenience. The 

larger the opening, the easier it will be to maneuver the 

quilt sandwich through the machine.

Throat opening comparison

When I started machine quilting, all heirloom machine 

quilting was done on standard domestic home machines. 

I have even taught people to machine quilt on Singer 

Featherweight machines. This doesn’t mean it is easy, but 

it can be done.

my Favorite things

The following is a list of some of my favorite products 
that have worked well for me over the years. Do not be 
afraid to try other products and to begin your own list 
of favorite products.

�� Hobbs Heirloom Cotton 80/20 batting

�� Superior Threads

�� Mettler Thread

�� Aurifil Thread

�� Collins Washable Wonder Marker #C48

�� Collins Vanishing Fabric Marker #C28

�� General’s Chalk Pencils #4473

�� Machingers gloves

�� SewEzi extension table

�� Bendable Bright Light 

Necessary Tools  
and Accessories
Just about any sewing machine can be used to machine 

quilt if it is set up correctly and operates properly. You 

certainly do not need the latest, greatest machine that 

comes out. There are features that may make the process 

easier, but that doesn’t mean that they are essential.

Tools, Supplies, 
and Workspace
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6 FREE-MOTION MAChINE QUILTINg

I have used one of the longer-arm domestic machines for 

many years with excellent results. This portable machine 

is at least ten years old and is used constantly by me and 

as a loaner to students in my classes. It is not fancy, but it 

works flawlessly.

My favorite setup is one of the mid-arm machines that 

has been configured as a sit-down machine.

Mid-arm machine as a sit-down quilting machine

Cleaning and Oiling
Your sewing machine should be in good working order 

and clean. The operation of your machine and the quality 

of your stitches depend on it. Each time you get ready to 

do any stitching, it is a good idea to clean out any lint that 

may have accumulated from your last session. Refer to 

your owner’s manual for guidance.

While you have the machine opened up for cleaning, it 

is a good time to oil the hook assembly if the manual 

calls for it. Some of the newer machines do not require 

any oiling in this area. It seems from my experience that 

machines with a standard bobbin case will require a 

drop of oil on the hook, and machines with a rotary hook 

(drop-in bobbin) will not need oil.

hopping/Darning FooT
You will also need a spring-loaded foot. This type of 

foot is commonly called a hopping, darning, or quilting 

foot. These feet come in a variety of shapes and sizes. 

Most machines come with one, but there are also many 

generic feet available.

Hopping/darning/quilting feet

My personal favorite is a small oval plastic foot that hops 

up and down on the quilt sandwich. I take a small X-Acto 

saw and cut out the front of the foot so my vision is not 

obstructed by trying to look through the foot. Trying to 

look through the clear plastic causes distortion, so your 

stitches will not be where you think they are.
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Machine neeDles
Most beginners will start using the good old universal 

needle that came with their machine. A universal needle 

is designed to do everything, but nothing really well.

I think you will have the best luck if you use a top-stitch 

needle for your machine-quilting work. This needle is 

quite sharp and has an elongated eye, which works 

better when using those fancy decorative threads that 

are on the market now. It also has a larger groove running 

down the length of the needle, which helps the thread 

flow through the quilt better. Superior Threads makes a 

top-stitch needle especially for machine quilting that is 

outstanding. It is titanium coated to extend the life of the 

needle.

Needle size can affect your stitch quality. When you 

machine piece, there is never any lateral pressure put 

on the needle, because the machine is only moving for-

ward and occasionally backward. When you free-motion 

machine quilt, you put pressure on the needle in the 

direction you are moving your work. As you move the 

fabric, you cause the needle to flex. If it flexes enough, it 

will hit the needle plate and snap off. Also, as the needle 

flexes sideways, it is moved away from the hook that is 

making the stitch, and the stitch quality is often adversely 

affected. To compensate for this, I tend to use a larger 

needle when I machine quilt. My preference is a 90/14 

or 100/16, depending on the size of thread I am using. I 

use the larger needle for thicker thread. The higher the 

number, the larger the needle size.

nonslip proDucTs
To machine quilt, you will really need something that will 

give you a good grip on the quilt sandwich while at the 

same time allowing you to feel what you are doing. This is 

important because if your hands are constantly slipping, 

you will have erratic and inaccurate stitching.

Machingers gloves are my personal favorite. They are 

made from a lightweight stretch nylon with polyurethane 

coating on the fingertips, and they come in four sizes, so 

finding a comfortable fit should not be a problem. The 

gloves should be snug, but not uncomfortably tight.

For those of you who cannot stand to wear gloves 

because they are constraining or hot, some quilters use 

Quick Sort, which is the tacky stuff that bank tellers use 

when they count money. Before I discovered Machingers, 

I used the stretchy tape that veterinarians use on animals. 

A couple of wraps around your fingertips, and you are 

good to go. If you have a latex allergy, stay away from 

this tape. You might also want to check out glycerin 

and Neutrogena Body Emulsion. Both of these products 

will make your fingers a little tacky, but they should not 

transfer to your quilt top. If they do, they should easily 

wash out.

There are other gloves and products on the market, so 

experiment until you find the product that is just right  

for you.

Gloves and other grip products
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scissors
You will need a small pair of sharp scissors for clipping 

threads. They should be small, to get in close to your 

work, and sharp, to easily cut the thread. I like to use small 

curved embroidery scissors. As a safety measure, I have 

ground off the sharp points, so I do not have to worry 

about poking a hole in the quilt.

Scissors with tips rounded

Close-up of rounded tips

seaM ripper
The purpose of this tool is pretty self-explanatory. Sooner 

or later, we are all going to have stitches that will need to 

be ripped out and repaired. I suggest that you get a good 

seam ripper with a thin point that is sharp and finished 

well. Alex Anderson’s 4-in-1 Essential Sewing Tool (C&T 

Publishing) has a dandy seam ripper built right into it. A 

nice seam ripper will cost you a little extra money but will 

be well worth it in the long run. This will be especially 

true if you have to rip any very small stitches.

In my opinion these are the only things that you abso-

lutely need to machine quilt. The items listed under 

Optional Accessories (at right) will make machine quilting 

easier and will help to improve the quality of your 

stitching but are not absolutely necessary.

Optional Accessories
exTension Table
Your home machine, as it comes out of the box or case, 

just doesn’t have a large enough work surface to allow 

you to machine quilt easily. Some machines come with 

small extension tables, but in my opinion, even they 

are not large enough. The problem is twofold. First, the 

more your quilt drapes unsupported over the edge of 

your work surface, the harder it will be to move your quilt 

when you are stitching. Second, you will be fighting to 

keep your left hand from falling off the machine without 

a table extension. This will severely limit your range of 

motion when machine quilting. If you are going to con-

sider some form of extension, get one that is made to fit 

your machine.

I have recently started using a SewEzi table with my 

domestic machine, and I just love it.

The table is just the right height for machine quilting, 

and piecing for that matter. Custom inserts are supplied 

with the table to fit your machine, so you have a nice flat 

surface to work on. Last but not least, the table is very 

portable because it has wheels built right in. It is one of 

those “why didn’t I think of that?” things.

Extension table
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SewEzi table

aDjusTable chair
I recommend that you get an adjustable task chair for 

your machine quilting, and, in fact, for all of your sewing. 

Let’s face it—the machine sitting at your dining room 

table is just too darn high. Think back to your mother’s 

or grandmother’s old console machine. Now those were 

the days. When the machine was put away, the top of the 

cabinet was about the height of your dining room table, 

and when it was open and ready for sewing, it was still 

the height of the dining room table. In our modern era, 

we set the machine on top of the dining room table and 

wa-lá, the machine is now about 3˝ too high to work at 

comfortably. This is especially true for machine quilting. 

If you sit at the table in a standard chair, you are going to 

be reaching up to quilt. This will put a lot of strain on your 

arms, neck, and shoulders. This in turn will cause you to 

get tired very quickly.

Poor seating posture

Good seating posture

This is especially true if you happen to be shorter than the 

center on a basketball team.

A good adjustable chair will allow you to raise yourself up 

to a reasonable height that will not create undue strain 

on your arms, neck, and shoulders. You might also want 

to look at one with lumbar support.

If you find that once you get your chair to the right 

height, you can’t reach the pedal, just put a book or block 

under the pedal.
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exTra lighTing
The lighting on most machines is totally inadequate for 

machine quilting. There just isn’t enough bright light 

directed at the needle and surrounding area. I strongly 

recommend some form of auxiliary lighting. My personal 

favorite right now is the Bendable Bright Light made by 

Dream World Inc. This is an LED light that can be directed 

right where it is needed. It is quite bright and puts out 

very little heat, which is a great advantage. Small halogen 

lights are inexpensive and put out quite a lot of light, but 

they also put out quite a bit of heat.

Bendable Bright Light and other lights

single-hole neeDle plaTe
A single-hole needle plate will go a long way to help 

improve stitch quality over the standard needle plate that 

comes on a machine that does multiple kinds of zigzag 

and decorative stitches. The single hole helps guide the 

thread straight up and down as you move the fabric in all 

different directions. Most sewing machine manufacturers 

offer a single-hole needle plate as an accessory that can 

be purchased separately.

Single hole Multi-stitch hole

Single hole and multi-stitch needle plates

tip
Another, and less expensive, solution to this problem 
is to take an old business card or playing card and 
poke a small, smooth hole in it and then tape it 
on the machine table so that the needle goes right 
through the center of the hole. This will also cover 
the feed dogs if you have a machine that does not 
allow you to lower the feed dogs.

     Homemade single-hole needle plate
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spare bobbin case
If you have a machine that has a standard bobbin case, I 

suggest that you purchase an extra one that will be dedi-

cated to machine quilting. Put a drop of fingernail polish 

on it to identify that it is just for machine quilting. I bet 

your mother told you to never ever touch the little screw 

on the bobbin case. This is because your mother always 

used the same top and bottom thread for her sewing. 

She knew that if you tightened or loosened this screw, it 

would mess up her stitch quality.

As machine quilters, we often use different threads in 

our machine, both top and bottom. If you have a spare 

bobbin case, you can adjust the tension on the bobbin 

by adjusting the screw on the case. Thread tension will be 

covered in greater detail on page 17.

MagniFicaTion
I have worn bifocal glasses for many years and find that 

I still need additional magnification when I am doing 

machine quilting. When I was doing machine quilting on 

a longarm machine for myself and others, I would wear 

an optical visor to allow me to see better. At home and 

on the road, when I am working at a sit-down machine, I 

always wear a pair of half reading glasses over my regular 

glasses to get the extra magnification that I need. This 

looks pretty goofy, but I am trying to do quality work, not 

make a fashion statement to my family and peers. (My 

family knows I am pretty goofy.)

The glasses are not very strong, about +1.50 magnifica-

tion. They also work really well if you have to rip any 

stitches out.

Extra magnification

neeDle To bury ThreaDs
If you are one who likes to bury your threads each time 

you start and end, you will want to invest in some self-

threading needles. See pages 20–21 for more details.

Supplies
QuilT Top
This is your current pride and joy, and you want to make 

it look as good as possible for its final intended use. 

Ask yourself: How much time do I want to invest in the 

machine quilting? Is it a baby quilt that is going to be 

literally loved to pieces or the next blue-ribbon winner 

at Houston? The answer to these questions is going to 

have a tremendous impact on the time you invest in the 

machine quilting.

baTTing
Once your quilt is finished, the batting is the one thing 

that you hopefully never see again. I say this because if 

you elect to use an inexpensive polyester batting, it may 

come back to haunt you forever. This dreaded occurrence 

is called bearding. This is when the ends of the fibers start 

working their way through the top and back of the quilt. 
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ting. It is 80% cotton and 20% polyester. This batting 

quilts beautifully, and when your quilt is washed, it will 

shrink about 3% to give you a nice antique look. If you are 

making an art quilt and don’t want this effect, you might 

want to preshrink your batting.
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backing Fabric
Fabric choice for the back is a matter of personal choice, 

but I want to give you my thoughts on this matter. The 

back of your quilt will never look as good as the top 

because of variations in stitch quality caused by needle 

flex as you sew in different directions. If you change 

thread colors to match the fabric you are stitching on, as 

I do, this can be quite distracting on the back. Because of 

this, I recommend using a small, busy print for the back. 

This will help to disguise any tension problems and will 

help mute the thread color changes.

Busy backing prints

pins
The quilt top, batting, and backing must be securely 

joined together before you do any machine quilting. The 

most common method of doing this is to use safety pins. 

I prefer to use No. 2 pins that are 11/2˝ long. I find them 

easier to put in and remove than smaller ones. This is 

especially true when you are really focusing on your work 

and a pin gets jammed under the hopping foot, and 

believe me, this will happen more than once.

Make sure you purchase good-quality pins that are sharp 

and will not mar the quilt surfaces with rust or metal 

oxidation. If you encounter pins that do not easily go 

through the quilt sandwich, try dragging the shaft of the 

pin across your scalp. The natural oils in your hair will help 

lubricate the pin and allow it to easily slide through the 

fabric and batting.

Masking Tape
I use masking or painter’s tape in different widths in a 

variety of ways.

Wider tape (3/4˝) can be used to tape the backing fabric 

to a flat surface so the batting and top can be positioned 

without having to worry about the backing slipping. I 

also use 1/4˝- and 1/2˝-wide tapes (along with the 3/4˝) as 

guides for quilting straight or gently curving lines. These 

narrower-width tapes are available at automotive paint 

stores. Some quilt shops carry 1/4˝-wide quilter’s tape. The 

1/2˝ tape is a staple in my box of quilting supplies.

A word of caution about standard masking tape: Do not 

leave it stuck to your quilt top for extended periods of 

time. It may become brittle and be very hard to get off. 

The blue painter’s tape is easier to remove, but it does not 

stick as well as the beige masking tape. Painter’s tape also 

does not come in the narrower widths.

ThreaD
Wow! Here is a subject that could fill an entire book in 

itself. When I started machine quilting, there was not 

much to choose from, but now there are a tremendous 

number of different threads to enhance your quilts.

I am going to go over different thread materials, sizes, and 

uses. Each of us has preferences in terms of the look of 

our finished quilts, be it traditional or contemporary, and 

different threads will affect this look.

You might be tempted to buy those bargain-bin threads 

that you see at some stores. After all, you are going to 

need several colors, and the thread at quilt shops seems 

so expensive. My advice is don’t do it. If you do succumb, 

you are asking for, and will get, a lot of frustration.

I have an adage that I try to live by: “You get what you 

pay for, if you are lucky.”

Thread Size and Measurement
If it seems confusing when people talk about thread 

size, that is because it is confusing. Unfortunately, thread 

manufacturers do not have a standardized method of 

determining thread size or methods of measurement. It is 
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my guess that this is done on purpose to get you to buy 

more thread. If you look at thread from three different 

companies and all of them have a 40 on the spool, you 

might assume that all three spools are the same size and 

weight. Chances are you would be wrong. One spool may 

be marked 40 wt., while the next spool might be marked 

40/2, and the third spool could be marked Tex 40. Each of 

these threads will be a different size and weight. So when 

you hear someone say they are using a 40-weight thread, 

they may not know what they are talking about.

What’s a quilter to do with these confusing bits of infor-

mation? The best thing to do, short of using thread from 

the same manufacturer and product line, is trust your 

eyes and sense of touch.

Ask yourself, “What do I want my quilting to look like?” If 

you want the quilting to show up in a bold manner, then 

you will want to select a larger-diameter thread. This is 

the look that I prefer because I want my quilting to make 

as much of a statement as possible. Perhaps you want 

a more subtle look, or maybe you have not honed your 

skills just yet and you do not want your little mistakes to 

be quite so obvious. If that is the case, then you might 

want to go with a smaller-diameter thread.

The end use of the quilt must also be considered. If the 

quilt is going to get a lot of heavy use, you probably 

do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are 

making a wallhanging, this is not going to be as much of 

a concern.

Thread Content
Threads are most commonly made from cotton, polyester, 

cotton/polyester, nylon, and rayon. Cotton is a natural 

fibrous material, polyester and nylon are man-made mate-

rials, and rayon is derived from wood.

All threads except monofilament are made from yarn that 

has been spun from fibers. These yarns are then twisted 

together in a particular fashion to make the finished 

thread. The term “ply” refers to the number of individual 

yarns that have been twisted together. A two-ply thread 

will have two yarns twisted together, and a three-ply will 

have three yarns.

Cotton
Cotton thread has always been the gold standard for 

hand quilters, and when I started machine quilting, I 

carried this thought for a time. I was told that I must 

use cotton thread on cotton quilts. Not knowing why, I 

started asking questions and got the standard answer 

from most that I talked to: “That’s the way it has always 

been done.” I accepted this logic until I talked to my 

sewing machine service-man, who, along with his 

brother, had worked in the garment industry for over 

twenty years. He told me that all clothes are sewn with 

polyester thread, with no adverse effects on the longevity 

from mixing fiber types.

Cotton thread is going to give your quilt a more 

traditional look. Many polyester threads are virtually indis-

tinguishable from cotton thread.

All cotton threads are mercerized. This is a treatment with 

a caustic liquid to make the thread take dyes better and 

to give the thread a better luster. High-quality cotton 

thread is “gassed” during the manufacturing process. This 

involves passing the thread near a flame to burn off most 

of the fine fibers that stick out from the thread. Gassing 

helps give the thread a shiny look.

Polyester
Polyester thread has become enormously popular for 

machine quilting. This is due in large part to Superior 

Threads. Bob and Heather Purcell have worked hand in 

hand with thread manufacturers in Japan to develop a 

wide variety of threads for quilters. When I first met Bob, 

about all he had in his product line was gold and silver 

metallic thread. Now the company has a very wide variety 

of threads for all types of uses.

Polyester thread can be manufactured so it looks almost 

identical to cotton thread, or it can be made very shiny so 

that it looks quite glitzy. When it is shiny, it will give your 

machine quilting a bright, vibrant look. It is also suitable 

for machine embroidery. This thread will have the look of 

silk thread but will be stronger and less expensive.

NOT The end use of the quilt must also be considered. If the 

NOT The end use of the quilt must also be considered. If the 

quilt is going to get a lot of heavy use, you probably 

NOT 
quilt is going to get a lot of heavy use, you probably 

do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are NOT 
do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are 

making a wallhanging, this is not going to be as much of NOT 

making a wallhanging, this is not going to be as much of 

FOR skills just yet and you do not want your little mistakes to 

FOR skills just yet and you do not want your little mistakes to 

be quite so obvious. If that is the case, then you might 

FOR 
be quite so obvious. If that is the case, then you might 

want to go with a smaller-diameter thread.FOR 
want to go with a smaller-diameter thread.

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N polyester thread, with no adverse effects on the longevity 

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N polyester thread, with no adverse effects on the longevity 

from mixing fiber types.

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

from mixing fiber types.

Cotton thread is going to give your quilt a more 

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

Cotton thread is going to give your quilt a more 

traditional look. Many polyester threads are virtually indis-

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

traditional look. Many polyester threads are virtually indis-

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

the look that I prefer because I want my quilting to make 

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

the look that I prefer because I want my quilting to make 

as much of a statement as possible. Perhaps you want 

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

as much of a statement as possible. Perhaps you want 

a more subtle look, or maybe you have not honed your DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

a more subtle look, or maybe you have not honed your 

skills just yet and you do not want your little mistakes to DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

skills just yet and you do not want your little mistakes to 

tinguishable from cotton thread.

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

tinguishable from cotton thread.

All cotton threads are mercerized. This is a treatment with 

DIS
TRIB

UTIO
N 

All cotton threads are mercerized. This is a treatment with 

Rev
ie

w be quite so obvious. If that is the case, then you might 

Rev
ie

w be quite so obvious. If that is the case, then you might 

The end use of the quilt must also be considered. If the 

Rev
ie

w 
The end use of the quilt must also be considered. If the 

quilt is going to get a lot of heavy use, you probably 

Rev
ie

w 

quilt is going to get a lot of heavy use, you probably 

do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are Rev
ie

w 

do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are 

Copy 

Copy 
a more subtle look, or maybe you have not honed your 

Copy 
a more subtle look, or maybe you have not honed your 

skills just yet and you do not want your little mistakes to Copy 
skills just yet and you do not want your little mistakes to 

a caustic liquid to make the thread take dyes better and 

Copy 
a caustic liquid to make the thread take dyes better and 

to give the thread a better luster. High-quality cotton 

Copy to give the thread a better luster. High-quality cotton 

thread is “gassed” during the manufacturing process. This 

Copy 
thread is “gassed” during the manufacturing process. This 

involves passing the thread near a flame to burn off most Copy 
involves passing the thread near a flame to burn off most 

Only
   

Cotton thread is going to give your quilt a more 

Only
   

Cotton thread is going to give your quilt a more 

traditional look. Many polyester threads are virtually indis-

Only
   traditional look. Many polyester threads are virtually indis-

Only
   tinguishable from cotton thread.

Only
   tinguishable from cotton thread.

All cotton threads are mercerized. This is a treatment with 

Only
   

All cotton threads are mercerized. This is a treatment with 

a caustic liquid to make the thread take dyes better and Only
   

a caustic liquid to make the thread take dyes better and 

© do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are 

© do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are 

making a wallhanging, this is not going to be as much of © 
making a wallhanging, this is not going to be as much of 

C&T 
The end use of the quilt must also be considered. If the 

C&T 
The end use of the quilt must also be considered. If the 

quilt is going to get a lot of heavy use, you probably 

C&T 
quilt is going to get a lot of heavy use, you probably 

do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are C&T 
do not want to use a small, weak thread, but if you are 

Publis
hin

g

Publis
hin

gAll cotton threads are mercerized. This is a treatment with 

Publis
hin

gAll cotton threads are mercerized. This is a treatment with 

a caustic liquid to make the thread take dyes better and 

Publis
hin

ga caustic liquid to make the thread take dyes better and 

to give the thread a better luster. High-quality cotton 

Publis
hin

g
to give the thread a better luster. High-quality cotton 

thread is “gassed” during the manufacturing process. This 

Publis
hin

g
thread is “gassed” during the manufacturing process. This 

involves passing the thread near a flame to burn off most 

Publis
hin

g

involves passing the thread near a flame to burn off most 

of the fine fibers that stick out from the thread. Gassing 

Publis
hin

g

of the fine fibers that stick out from the thread. Gassing 

helps give the thread a shiny look.Publis
hin

g

helps give the thread a shiny look.



14 FREE-MOTION MAChINE QUILTINg!

Cotton-Wrapped Polyester
This thread has a polyester core and a cotton outer wrap-

ping. About all I can say about this type of thread is that 

I cannot make it work for machine quilting. When I was 

making garments many years ago, this is the only thread 

that was available to me, and it worked just fine for that. 

I know some use it for piecing, but I have gotten rid of 

all that I had. In the past, when I was desperate for a par-

ticular color, I tried to use it for machine quilting, and it 

was a nightmare.

Rayon
Rayon was developed during World War ll because of 

the shortage of cotton, which was being used in the war 

effort. This thread is made from cellulose, which comes 

from wood. Rayon thread will have the look of silk thread 

and shiny polyester. It too can be used for machine 

quilting and embroidery; however, it will not be as strong 

as polyester when compared size for size.

Monofilament
This thread is made from a single strand of either nylon 

or polyester material. It comes in two colors, clear or 

smoke. I prefer to use clear in all of my work. To me, it is 

less noticeable when light hits it than the smoke color. 

Personally, I am a big fan of monofilament thread. I use it 

for almost all of my stitch in-the-ditch and outline work. 

To me, it makes my mistakes less noticeable. Also, when 

doing stitch in-the-ditch work where the seam allow-

ances are pressed in alternating directions, you do not 

have to worry if you are sewing in-the-ditch on a light or 

dark fabric. I also use clear thread in my bobbin. I like the 

look of the back of the quilt better.

The downside of nylon monofilament is that it will tend 

to leave stiff, pointy nubs where the threads are cut off. If 

the quilt is being used as a true quilt for warmth, this can 

be irritating to the touch. Polyester monofilament will be 

softer to the touch but tends to be weaker than nylon 

monofilament.

I find that people either love or hate this thread, with not 

much middle ground. If my quilts had a different end use, 

I might have a different opinion on the whole matter, but 

my quilts never get used as quilts for warmth, but rather 

as wallhangings and for trunk shows.

Conclusion
In the end, it all boils down to choices and availability.

Ask yourself, “Is my quilt traditional or contemporary? 

What will be the end use of my quilt?”

If your quilt is traditional, you will probably want to use 

a cotton thread or polyester that looks like cotton. A 

contemporary quilt would be a great place to use those 

decorative threads that catch your eye at your local  

shop or quilt show. However, the threads that you used 

on your traditional quilt will be equally at home on a con-

temporary quilt.

End use comes into play when you consider durability. A 

baby quilt is going to literally be loved to pieces, but we 

want to keep the pieces together for as long as possible. 

With that in mind, you are probably not going to want 

to use a weaker rayon thread for your quilting. A heavier 

cotton or polyester thread would be more appropriate in 

this case. A wallhanging could have just about any thread 

used on it to get the look you want for your viewers.

I would recommend that whatever thread you decide to 

use, make sure it is of the highest quality that you can get. 

It will make the whole process of machine quilting that 

much more enjoyable.
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US $24.95

CRAFTS/Quilting

10775

Also available as an eBook

n  Refine your free-motion skills with a series of machine quilting exercises 

n  Don’s visual troubleshooting guide to common machine quilting    
 problems and solutions is indispensable

n  Master a variety of techniques, including perfectly stitched points,   
 absolutely straight lines, and smooth curves

n  Choose from 50 quilting designs or gain the confidence to draw    
 your own

You CAN quilt  
it yourself!
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