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African art

1  Introduction

I was very fortunate to grow up in 
South Africa. Her colors, landscapes, 
people, and many cultures formed an 
incredible backdrop to my childhood.
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I had a wonderful grandmother who taught me how to knit, crochet, and sew. 
She took me to the Indian markets during a time in apartheid South Africa 
when it was taboo. The images of heaped spices, lovely saris, and shiny sequins 
have stayed with me all my life.

Indian-market influences
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I went to my first patchwork class with Dianne Sturgess in the 1980s, and I was hooked. A 
few years later, Rosalie Dace introduced me to crazy quilting. It was in crazy quilting that I 
found an outlet for my love of embroidery, color, and beading. The beadwork of the Zulu and 
the colors of the Indian communities in Natal have heavily influenced my work.

Indian embroidery

Zulu beadwork
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Crazy quilting is a gentle art that has given me years of pleasure and entertain-
ment. I have taken the traditions of Victorian crazy quilting and fused them 
with my South African influences to create my own style of crazy quilting.

We all have our own stitch “fingerprint” and our personal taste in color, fabrics, 
and style. It is my wish that Foolproof Crazy Quilting will stimulate your imagi-
nation while at the same time encouraging you to stay true to your own unique 
influences and artistic flair.
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2 A Brief History  
of Crazy Quilting

Artwork reflects, and is influenced by, the world around 
us. Today’s crazy quilting is influenced by the highly 
embroidered and embellished style of patchwork that 
reached its peak toward the end of the Victorian era.

The late nineteenth century was a time of great change. 
Queen Victoria was an avid believer in embracing the 
“New World.” England was being exposed to new cultures 
and people. Never-before-seen fabrics, spices, food, fauna, 
and flora were the new status symbols. It was a sign of 
wealth and prosperity to be seen with all the trappings of 
the New World. In addition, as the queen, and England, 
were coming out of their long period of mourning for their 
beloved Albert, dark and somber fashions in both clothing 
and interior decorating made way for color.

The Industrial Revolution, too, was in full swing. A lot of 
money was being made, and a new class was emerging—
the nouveau riche. The wealthy Victorian woman, however, 
was largely thought of as little more than a decoration on 
the arm of her husband. She was educated only to a point 
of basic reading and writing. As a show of wealth and 
refinement, she would have housekeepers, cooks, butlers, 
housemaids, gardeners, and nannies at her beck and call, 
yet little or no say in her own life or aspirations.

One of the skills she was expected to excel in, as this too 
was a symbol of refinement and status, was needlework. 
More than a status symbol, though, needlework came to be 
an avenue for women to express themselves in a dramatic 
way. The skills learned while creating structured and 

precise samplers were now showcased in vividly colored 
and embellished quilts. The luscious new fabrics from the 
East and a variety of threads, trinkets, bold colors, and 
keepsakes were now being incorporated into women’s  
previously demure needlework.

The initial view of this new “garish” or “crazy” work was 
soon to change. A crazy quilt, holding pride of place, 
draped over the grand piano in the main room, was now  
a symbol of wealth and status, indicating a life of luxury—
for surely to produce work of such magnitude must take 
an enormous amount of time, which only the wealthiest 
women would have at their disposal.

The crazy quilt star shone brightly for only a short period 
of time. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, life 
and attitudes were changing. Within a couple of decades 
women would be allowed to vote, skirts would become 
shorter, and women would want more from their lives. 
By 1914 the world would be plunged into war and would 
never be the same. By the end of the 1920s, the crazy quilt 
fad had faded.

Today, though, crazy quilting is enjoying a resurgence in 
popularity. With a plentitude of threads, fabrics, beads, 
and trims at our disposal, the crazy quilts of today have 
taken on a more contemporary look.

While crazy quilting is time consuming and, in some 
respects, a little indulgent, it is a perfect way to find calm 
in our busy lives.
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3  
Foundation Piecing
There are many piecing techniques that can be used in 
crazy quilting; however, I use the foundation method. The 
geometric shapes allow me the freedom to go “crazy” with 
my seam treatments without losing the shapes of the pieces 
within the block.

I use prewashed muslin as the foundation fabric, although 
any neutral fabric is suitable. A low thread count ensures 
that the delicate embroidery threads and silk ribbons do 
not wear out too quickly as they pass through the layers of 
fabric. The foundation fabric gives strength to fine fabrics 
and a firm base for heavy embellishments such as button 
clusters.

Requirements for Each Crazy Hexagon
•	 12˝ × 12˝ square of muslin

•	 5–6 pieces of interesting fabrics, approximately 5˝ × 8˝

•	 Freezer paper

•	 Hera marker or pencil

•	 Ruler

•	 Rotary cutter and mat

•	 Sewing machine and a neutral-colored thread

•	 Iron and ironing board

•	 Appliqué mat (a nonstick pressing sheet), Silicone 
Release Paper (by C&T Publishing), or parchment 
baking paper

Choosing Fabrics
Victorian women used a large variety of fabrics in crazy 
quilts: brocades, silks, satins, fine woolens, taffetas. The 
colors reflected the fashions of the time. Likewise, your 
choice of fabric will reflect what you have on hand. I 
encourage you to be brave with your choice of color and 
fabric type—use any fabric that appeals to you. There are 
some fabric types that may be a challenge to use, but if  
you love them, there are ways you can make them work.

A few things to remember when choosing fabrics:

•	 Embroidery and embellishing is what you want to 
showcase, so it is important to use highly patterned 
fabrics sparingly.

Too many patterned fabrics

•	 Try to incorporate a large variety of fabric textures.

•	 Do not mix “muddy” colors with “clear” colors.

•	 Use only one genre of fabric—if you are using modern 
“fresh” fabrics, use them throughout the project.

•	 If there is one color that stands out too much, make 
sure to include that color in the embroidery threads and 
embellishments, thereby diluting it.

•	 Be aware that high-nap fabrics (such as velvets) are not 
conducive to flat seams.

Choosing Fabrics  
and Foundation Piecing
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Method

NOTES
 � A generous ½˝ seam allowance is needed in this 
method of piecing.

 � The symbol “| |” on the pattern sheets indicates that 
the two pieces need to be joined to form one piece 
before they are sewn onto the hexagon.

1. Trace your chosen hexagon pattern (pages 101–110) on 
the matte (dull) side of the freezer paper, and number all 
of the shapes with both the hexagon number and the piece 
number.

2. Cut out the shapes from freezer paper—these shapes are 
the templates, and they can be reused.

3. Center and trace the hexagon pattern and numbering 
onto the muslin square; there will be approximately 3˝ of 
muslin around the edge of the hexagon shape.

Trace hexagon design onto muslin.

4. Select the fabrics.

5. Place the shiny side of the freezer paper on the right 
side of the fabric and press without steam. Freezer paper is 
slightly translucent, so you can easily fussy cut the fabric, 
if desired.

6. Cut out the shapes, adding a 1/2˝ seam allowance.

Place freezer-paper template on right side of fabric.

7. Stitch along the outside line of the marked hexagon 
shape on the muslin.

8. Place the muslin with its marked side up, and lay 
piece 1 over area 1 on the muslin; the perimeter lines of 
area 1 should be covered by the fabric. Remove the freezer 
paper (it can be used many times).

Place piece 1 over area 1.

9. Lay piece 2, right side down, on piece 1, making sure 
that when it is stitched, flipped, and pressed, the perimeter 
lines of area 2 on the muslin will be covered by the fabric.

10. Align a ruler on the adjoining line between pieces 1 
and 2, and score the fabric with a Hera marker (or mark 
with a pencil). This is the stitching line.

12 Foolproof Crazy Quilting



tip
To help align the ruler on the line, lift the fabric slightly until 
the pencil line is visible.

Lift fabric until pencil line is visible.

11. Pin and stitch 1/2˝ beyond the neighboring lines.

Pin and stitch.

12. Flip piece 2 open and press well. It is very important 
to keep the work flat during this process.

Flip and press.

13. Continue adding pieces in numbered order until the 
hexagon is complete.

tip
Use a pressing sheet or a sheet of parchment paper while 
pressing to prevent the fabrics from scorching.

14. Press well.

15. Place the hexagon wrong side up and sew over the 
perimeter line of the hexagon you stitched in Step 7.

Completed hexagon

16. To form a half-hexagon, complete the steps above 
using the half-hexagon pattern (page 101).

Completed half-hexagon
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4  Seam Treatment  
Requirements

Basic Sewing Supplies
tip
A vintage pipe stand works well as a scissor and thimble keeper.

   Vintage pipe stand

•	 Small pair of scissors

•	 Embroidery hoop

•	 Marking pencil (The erasable 
Sewline Trio is my marking 
pencil of choice.)

•	 Thimble

•	 Thread Heaven (I find this 
thread conditioner and 
protectant product particularly 
helpful when working with 
metallic threads.)

•	 Desktop, daylight light
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