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6 Quilting ... Just a Little Bit Crazy

Introduction

Serendipity is responsible for the genesis of this book, 

a happy accident that became a most pleasant surprise. 

Val hosts the Victorian Stitchery Retreat every year in her 

hometown of Wichita, Kansas, and in 2011, both Allie 

and Carole Samples were teachers. Carole had asked if 

she could give a lecture that week, and Val was more 

than happy to say yes. The room was packed as everyone 

eagerly anticipated Carole’s lecture. Just who do you think 

happened to sit together?

Carole gave the most moving lecture we have ever heard, 

bringing the Victorian crazy quilters of the 1880s so vividly 

to life that both of us were almost in tears, soaking in her 

passion for her subject. It turns out that we both shared 

a deep love for historical quilts, for Carole Samples and 

her legacy, and for our own work—giving those old quilts 

a new, modern life. The very next morning, we vowed 

to write a book together. Who would have ever thought 

that two girls from different states and different crazy-

quilt styles would come together to write a book? … 

Serendipity!

The fruit of our labors is now in your hands. We want this 

book to serve you by combining both of our styles and 

offering you as many choices and techniques as we can, 

so crazy quilting will come alive for you too.

We hope it becomes a go-to resource for traditional as 

well as innovative crazy-quilting skills. You will find sev-

eral ways to piece and appliqué crazy-quilt blocks and 

wholecloth crazy quilts too. Val presents an extensive section 

with step-by-step photos of the basic crazy-quilt embroidery 

stitches, as well as a few basic silk ribbon stitches for the 

beginner. Allie explores combining machine embroidery with 

handwork in new ways, both to speed things up and to open 

up new possibilities for those who are not as enamored with 

handwork. We offer several techniques for finishing crazy 

quilts using unusual batting supplies, tying, or quilting, and 

we include unique binding strategies as well.

One of our major goals was to cross the quilting genre 

boundaries, to show that crazy quilts can be functional. We 

offer small, bed-size, and lap quilts, some of which incorpo-

rate lots of machine quilting. Truly, any traditional quilt can 

incorporate elements of crazy quilting, and any crazy quilt 

can include quilting … our aim is to show you how.

We each created our own version of each of the five themes 

presented. We hope to demonstrate how crazy quilting can 

reflect very different aesthetics and working methods. We 

also aim to show that you do not need a large stash, or  

even fancy fabrics, to make a crazy quilt. (There is a lot 

of cotton in evidence here.) While Allie’s projects reflect 

decades of collecting fabrics, Val’s fabrics were purchased 

specifically for her projects. Either approach works great  

and yields a lovely quilt.

It is our final hope that you find as much joy in creating 

these projects as we have.

Val and Allie
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Sewing a block using freezer-paper 

templates traced from patterns 

ensures that you will be able 

to exactly replicate that block’s 

design. Believe it or not, this is 

sometimes desirable in crazy 

quilting. Randomness and repeti-

tion can be a great combination 

when designing these quilts.

This is also a fabulous technique 

for achieving perfectly controlled 

curved patches in crazy quilts, 

with easy sewing and little fuss. 

The only tools you need are an 

iron, plenty of sharp pins, and a 

machine with a zigzag stitch. The 

necessary supplies are simple, 

too: freezer and tracing papers, 

fabric and paper markers, muslin 

and interfacing for the founda-

tion, fabric scraps, and some 

clear thread for the top with 

machine-weight sewing thread for 

the bobbin. See Pain-Free Sewing 

with Invisible Thread (page 10). 

A lightbox is helpful, but you can 

always use a bright window for 

tracing the block diagram onto 

the freezer paper.

In this chapter we present many techniques for constructing 

blocks and for assembling and finishing crazy quilts. We 

have each distilled our combined experience of 30 years in 

crazy quilting, so you can jump right in with the method 

and style that works best for you.

Crazy-Quilt Construction
Sometimes we will sew blocks and borders together, as with 

any traditional quilt top. But more often, we appliqué fab-

rics and even blocks onto a founda tion. (To appliqué is to 

apply a layer of fabric on top of another, with a finished or a 

raw edge.) We offer both hand and machine techniques for 

appliqué, all of which yield a block ready for embellishment.

Making Crazy-Quilt Blocks and Borders
    Freezer-Paper Template Appliqué

1. The inner perimeter line shows the finished sewn edges of 

this block, at 6˝ × 6 .̋ The patches are measured and cut out 

with a margin on all perimeter edges—the outer line—to 

allow for plenty of room when trimming the blocks to size. 

So, although the block is cut out at 73/4˝ × 73/4 ,̋ it will be 

trimmed to 61/2˝ × 61/2˝ and will finish at 6˝ × 6 .̋

2. The patch shapes are numbered in the sequence in which 

they will be appliquéd onto the muslin.

3. The crosshatch marks between patches 2 and 3 and 

patches 6 and 7 denote that these pairs are appliquéd 

     Note
One pattern can be varied by tracing it backwards. The resulting 
blocks are visually related, yet interestingly different. And they 
will still look “crazy.” To use this technique, trace the block 
pattern onto tracing paper. Then flip the tracing paper and 
trace those lines onto freezer paper. Refer to Preparing the 
Foundations and Templates, Steps 1 and 2 (page 72), to see a 
pattern and its reversed image with the markings.

Let’s go through the process 

together.

1
2

3

4

56
7

8

Ode to the Amish block

Before we begin, please notice three 

things on the block diagram (above).

together first, along their common edges, before they are 

appliquéd as a single unit onto the muslin.
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PREPARING THE 
FOUNDATION  
AND FABRIC PATCHES

1. Refer to the Ode to the Amish block 

pattern (page 75). Trace the block  

diagram onto paper. Use a marker for  

a heavy line.

2. Cut freezer paper, muslin, and inter-

facing into 73/4˝ × 73/4˝ squares.

3. Trace the block design onto the dull 

side of the freezer paper with a marker. 

Number the patches and include the 

crosshatch marks.

4. Next, lightly trace the block design 

onto the muslin using a pencil. These 

lines are to help you position the 

patches; you don’t need to include  

the numbers.

5. Fuse the interfacing to the back of 

the traced muslin square.

6. Cut apart the freezer-paper tem-

plates on the lines.

7. Iron the shiny side of freezer-paper 

patch 1 to the right side of the first 

fabric. Draw around the template using 

a pencil, chalk line, or anything that 

will show up well but is still removable. 

Chalk is particularly good on wool.

Iron patch 1 onto fabric and mark around 
template.

8. Remove the freezer-paper template and set aside for reuse. Cut out the shape, 

leaving a healthy 1/4˝ margin around the drawn line. You do not have to measure 

this; just eyeball it.

9. Repeat for all 8 patches.

10. Sew patches 2 and 3 together along their common seam, using the marked 

lines to help you align them properly. Repeat for patches 6 and 7.

Sew pieces for patch 2/3 and for patch 6/7 along their common edges.

Tips
●● Store freezer-paper templates in a plastic bag to help keep track  

of them. You’ll be able to reuse them several times.

●● Arrange prepared fabric patches in place on top of the block  
diagram drawing. As you sew, you’ll easily find the patch you need.  

APPLIQUÉING THE BLOCK

1. Pin patch 1 in place on the muslin.

2. Fold 1/4˝ under and iron the edge on patch 2/3 that overlaps patch 1, along the 

marked line. Pin into place, over patch 1, using the marked line for placement.

3. Fold 1/4˝ under and iron the edge on patch 4 that overlaps patches 1 and 2/3. 

Pin it into place.

4. Repeat with patches 5, 6/7, and 8.

Pinning patches in place
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5. Once the block is all pinned, 

machine appliqué all the patches 

using a clear top thread and machine 

thread in the bobbin. Refer to Pain-Free 

Sewing with Invisible Thread (page 10).

6. Press the block from the back.

7. With a removable marker, mark 

the finished sewing line on the block, 

and then trim the edges 1/4˝ beyond 

the sewing line, making the block 

61/2˝ × 61/2 .̋ As a very important last 

step, straight stitch or zigzag around 

the perimeter of the block to stabilize 

the edges.

Sewing line of block marked with removable 
marker. (Seam allowances shown are extra  
wide for illustration purposes.) Note that  
this is the block design used in Allie’s  
Ode to the Amish (page 71).

      Free-Form Appliqué
I love the spontaneity of this way of working. Patches are cut out freely and 

their edges ironed under. Then they’re pinned, overlapping each other—just 

as in Freezer-Paper Template Appliqué (page 7), but without templates. I’ve 

used this method in half of my projects in this book.

You’ll need the same tools and supplies as in Freezer-Paper Template 

Appliqué—except, since there is no pattern, there is no tracing or marking,  

so skip the papers and pens.

For an example, I will demonstrate this technique using a 4˝ × 11˝ border 

foundation strip (1˝ larger than the required unfinished border strip).

1. Cut and fuse together a piece of interfacing and a piece of muslin.

2. Place the first patch onto the muslin. Cut more patches, turning under and 

ironing the straight edges that will overlap, pinning them into place as you go.

3. Cut a patch with a curve along its adjoining edge, and pin alongside the others. 

Do not turn under and iron this edge, but leave it raw.

4. Cover the raw-edge curve with trim, and pin it into place. Pieces can be pinned 

into place before the shape is completely cut out, as shown in the photo.

Border strip under construction

5. Continue this process until the entire muslin foundation is covered with pinned 

patches and trim.

6. Appliqué with a zigzag stitch, using a clear top thread and machine thread in 

the bobbin.

7. Iron the strip from the back. Trim the piece to size (3˝ × 10˝ for the border strip 

in my example) and secure the perimeter edge with stitching.

Completed border strip
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I encourage you to practice this method to get a feel for it. It’s fun and easy.  

Of course, you can always appliqué free-form patches by hand as well. It just 

depends on how you like to work.

Pain-Free Sewing with 
Invisible Thread

 ● Monofilament clear thread is stretchy, 
so the upper tension on the machine 
must be loosened quite a bit. (Make 
sure the presser foot is down while you 
adjust the tension.) Use an interfaced 
sample cloth to test the stitching as 
you gradually loosen the upper tension, 
until you get a smooth stitch with no 
puckers and no bobbin thread showing 
between the top stitches.

 ● A 50-weight bobbin thread is best, 
but any machine thread can be used. 
Choose a neutral color or one that 
matches the color scheme of the work.

 ● Use a topstitching machine needle. The 
large eye makes a huge difference.

 ● Monofilament thread unspools easily. 
A netted thread sleeve over the spool 
can help provide a little extra tension 
to the thread as it comes off the spool. 
You could also try tying a piece of 
yarn around the spool, with the thread 
feeding out toward the top.

 ● Use a permanent marker to dot the 
end of the thread, making it easier to 
see when threading the needle.

 ● Sew slowly. Fast starts, especially, can 
jerk the spool and cause the thread to 
unwind too fast.

 ● Throughout this book, I have set my 
zigzag stitch at 2.5mm wide and 1.5mm 
long in all my invisible thread sewing. 
You’ll have to experiment to find the 
best settings for your machine.

 ● My brands of choice:

YLI Wonder Invisible Thread is a nylon 
thread. It is cross-wound on the spool, 
so it benefits from an upright spool pin.

Superior MonoPoly Thread is polyester. 
It is wound parallel on the spool, so 
it works best with a horizontal spool 
pin. Some say polyester thread is less 
“glinty” than nylon.

  

Free-form appliqué block featuring floral 
motif in center, shown here in three stages 
of completion with sewing line marked  
with removable marker

Tips
●● Inserting lace or trim under a 

folded edge during the pinning 
process (before sewing) is an easy 
way to add interest to a block 
with almost no extra work.

●● Because trim has finished edges 
along each side, it can be appli-
quéd right over the raw edge of 
a fabric patch, with no need to 
turn the edge under and iron it as 
long as the raw ends of the trim 
go into a seam allowance. Using 
trim this way can be especially 
helpful with fabrics that can melt 
if ironed and with heavy fabrics 
that would be too thick to lie flat 
with the edge folded under.

●● Trim can be ironed into a 
curved shape to match a curve 
between patches. To do this, hold 
one end of the trim and pull it 
toward you as you iron the trim 
away from you and to the side. 
This motion sets a nice gentle  
arc into the trim, as is shown in 
the completed border strip photo 
(page 9).

●● You can lay out a free-form 
appliqué block to feature a 
special fabric motif, as in the 
example at right.
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3. Number the cardstock pattern pieces and cut the pattern 

apart to make the templates.

     Tip
Because you have cut the pattern into pieces, it is a good 
idea to have an extra copy of the pattern for reference. 
It’s just like having a picture of a puzzle so you know how 
to put it back together!

4. Place template 1, number side down, on the wrong side of 

the fabric. Trace the template (I use an air-erasable pen) and 

cut out, leaving a generous 1/4˝ seam allowance all the way 

around the shape.

5. Pin fabric piece 1 in place on the muslin block, right  

side up.

Cardstock Appliqué  
Crazy Piecing

Several years ago, I became interested in introducing 

curves and different-sized shapes into my crazy quilting. 

I played around with different ideas that would help 

me to achieve the finished look I wanted. I had card-

stock on hand because I have used it for many years 

to make templates for my stitching on the blocks. It 

occurred to me that cardstock could also be used to 

help me piece blocks!

You can purchase 81/2˝ × 11˝ cardstock from any hobby 

or office supply store. For this method I do not recom-

mend velvets or heavy polyester fabrics that will not 

press well. You can always experiment with the fabric, 

and if the ones you have chosen don’t work, just try 

something else. The numbers on the block indicate  

the piecing order. The hash marks on the pattern  

indicate pieces that will be sewn together before they 

are pieced onto the muslin foundation. This method 

uses both machine sewing and hand appliqué to piece 

the block.

1. Photocopy Allie’s block pattern Ode to the Amish in 

Freezer-Paper Template Appliqué (page 7) onto cardstock. 

This will be a 6˝ finished block.

2. Cut a piece of muslin 1/2˝ larger than the block. Lay the 

muslin on top of the cardstock copy, and trace the pattern 

onto the muslin using a fine-tip permanent marker. (I use a 

Sharpie.) Numbers and crosshatch marks are not needed on 

the muslin.
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6. Trace fabric pieces 2 and 3, laying 

the templates, number side down, on 

the wrong side of the fabric. Cut out as 

in Step 4.

7. Machine stitch pieces 2 and 3, right 

sides together, with a 1/4˝ seam allow-

ance. Refer to the original pattern to 

make sure you are sewing the correct 

2 sides together. The seam is a bit 

curved, so ease the fabric along as you 

sew. Trim the seam to 1/8˝ and press.

8. Lay this sewn unit wrong side up, 

and place the templates, number sides 

down, on the wrong side of the fabric. 

Pressing only the edge shown, press 

under 1/4˝ to prepare the edge to hand 

appliqué to fabric piece 1.

9. Lay templates 2 and 3 in position 

on the muslin block as shown. Using 

a marker, mark along the edge that 

adjoins fabric piece 1, so you will know 

where to place the fabric unit in the 

next step.

Tip
You can use any marking pencil 
to do this. I prefer to use a purple 
air-erasable pen most of the 
time. If the fabric is dark, I use a 
chalk pencil or chalk marker. Use 
a water-erasable pen only if the 
fabrics you are using can get wet.

10. Lay fabric unit 2/3 along the 

marked line, pin in place, and hand 

appliqué it to the foundation using a 

blind hem stitch. Trim the seam allow-

ance underneath, if needed.

11. Lay template 4, number side down, 

on the wrong side of the fabric and cut 

out. Press under 1/4˝ on the edge that 

will adjoin fabric piece 1.

12. Lay template 4 in place on the 

muslin block and mark a line so you 

will know where to place fabric piece 4. 

Lay fabric piece 4 along the marked 

line, pin in place, and appliqué to the 

foundation. Trim the seam, if needed.

13. Continue, adding piece 5.

14. Cut out the fabric shapes for 

pieces 6 and 7. I found this curved 

seam to be too curvy to sew on my 

machine, so I appliquéd the 2 pieces 

together by hand.
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15. Iron under the curved edge that 

will adjoin fabric piece 1, mark the 

placement line, pin, and machine 

appliqué into place.

16. Continue, adding piece 8.

Finished block

Tip
After I am done piecing, I 
always turn the block upside 
down and press it. Then I sew 
1/8˝ around the edge of the 
block so it doesn’t fray.

Enjoy embellishing your new block!

                     Flip and Sew

1. Copy the Thrifty Housewife pat-

tern B (page 81) onto paper. Lay a 

pattern-size piece of muslin (or you 

can use a piece of an old sheet as the 

foundation for this block) on top of 

the copy and trace the block using a 

fine-tip permanent marker.

2. Cut a piece of fabric large enough 

to fit in the bottom wedge. Make the 

piece large enough to extend over the 

muslin edges and the marker line by at 

least 1/4 .̋ Lay the fabric right side up on 

the bottom wedge.

3. Cut a piece of fabric large enough to 

fit in the second wedge, adding at least 

an extra 1/4˝ for seam allowances all the 

way around. Lay it wrong side down on 

the first piece of fabric, matching up 

the edges as shown, and pin into place.

4. Flip the block over to the wrong 

side and sew on the first marker line 

on the left. Flip the block back over 

to the right side. Trim the seam, fold 

the second piece of fabric open to the 

right side, and press.

5. Repeat Steps 3 and 4 to finish the 

block.

6. Turn the block to the wrong side 

and press well. Trim away any extra 

fabric that extends past the outside 

edge of the muslin square, and stitch 

a 1/8˝ basting stitch all the way around 

the block.
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4. Working clockwise, cut the next piece of fabric. It should 

be long enough to cover the rectangular piece of fabric and 

the next side of the 5-sided shape.

5. Pin the piece, wrong side up, and sew a 1/8˝ seam allow-

ance. Trim the seam and press open.

Tip
To make the block more interesting, start cutting 
different shapes of fabric other than the rectangular 
shape you started with.

6. Continue this process for the third, fourth, and fifth sides 

of the 5-sided shape.

                         Montano Piecing 
Methods

In 1986, Judith Baker Montano brought new life to the 

crazy-quilting world with her book The Crazy Quilt 

Handbook. In this book, she introduced two styles of 

piecing blocks that are very effective in achieving a 

beautiful crazy quilt. I have chosen to simplify these 

foundation-piecing methods to achieve the desired 

effect for each of the projects that utilize her methods. 

Foundation piecing essentially means that you will be 

sewing different pieces of fabric to a muslin base. The 

muslin foundation can be any size or shape. These 

methods use machine stitching.

If you are a beginner, make a practice block before 

starting any of the projects; I find an 8˝ square to be a 

good beginning size.

MONTANO CENTERPIECE METHOD

1. Cut a 5-sided fabric shape and pin it, right side up, in the 

center of a square piece of muslin.

2. Cut a rectangular piece that will fit on a side of the  

center fabric.

3. Pin the rectangular piece, wrong side up, aligning it  

with the straight edge, and sew with a 1/8˝ seam allowance. 

Press open.
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Also available as an eBook

Fun new ways 
to make any quilt a little bit crazy 

10 projects in sizes from 
small wallhangings to large 
bed quilts 

Photo instructions for 15 
crazy quilt and silk ribbon 
embroidery stitches

Lots of tips on hand and  
machine embroidery, and how 
to combine crazy quilting 
with machine piecing—plus 
new ways to layer, quilt, and 
bind crazy quilts
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