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Preface

The Crazy Quilt  
Handbook Revision
Twenty-eight years ago I wrote The Crazy Quilt Handbook, 

hoping it would last for a year, and it was in print for fifteen 

years! Next came The Crazy Quilt Handbook, Revised 2nd Edition, 

in print for thirteen years. Much has changed for me over the 

years, but crazy quilting persists as a favorite art form. I have 

progressed as a teacher, discovered new techniques, and 

explored ideas for the beginning crazy quilter. So with 

more than 230,000 books sold, it is time to present the 

third updated edition!

This new edition features new patterns and up-to-

date photographic how-tos and information. It 

presents concise text and illustrations without 

losing its basic form. I hope you enjoy this third 

edition of The Crazy Quilt Handbook as much 

as I enjoyed creating it.

Crazy Quilt 
Definitions

Crazy quilting is the method of 

sewing varied shapes of fancy fabrics 

to a whole cloth foundation.

The fabrics form a collaged asym-
metrical design. After the foundation is 

covered, each seam is decorated with 
embellishments and embroidered stitch 

combinations. Unlike a traditional 
quilt, a crazy quilt has no batting and 
is tacked to a whole cloth backing.

 
—Judith Baker Montano, 1986, 2001, and 2014A patchwork quilt without ordered design

 —Webster’s Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary

A patchwork quilt of a type 

traditionally made in North 

America, with patches of 

randomly varying sizes, 

shapes, colors, and fabrics; 

a disorganized collection 

of things: colonial America 

was a crazy quilt of laws.

 
—Oxford Dictionary
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Recollections

Crazy quilting is a constant love of mine, the answer 

to my many interests. I am drawn to the beautiful, 

outrageous crazy quilts that remind me of mysterious, 

glittering jewels, the gypsy cousins peeking out from a 

patchwork of traditional sister quilts. They are the wild, 

black-sheep children, tolerated by conservative relatives; 

perhaps that’s why I relate to them. Not only beautiful, 

the crazy quilt combines many skills—embroidery, sewing, 

appliqué, embellishing, beading, painting, and color design.

When living in England during the early 1970s, I observed 

Victorian crazy quilts at the Victoria and Albert Museum. 

They sparked my interest, but my research turned up very 

little information. I continued on with traditional quilting 

but never lost the desire to make a crazy quilt. I was 

fascinated with these quilts.

With crazy quilting, I basically had to teach myself, and I 

came up with a machine method of piecing that is now 

known as the Montano Centerpiece Method. I’ve kept my 

first attempt as a lesson in humility—a vest made from old 

ties with cotton floss for embroidery (shown below). My 

first wallhanging was my pride and joy, and I keep these 

pieces to see the progress I have made over the years.

Yesterday, by Judith Baker Montano, 30˝ × 40˝

My first crazy quilt wallhanging

Through trial and error, I perfected the Montano Centerpiece 

Method and mastered the basic Victorian stitches. A few 

years later Karey Bresenhan (founder of Quilts, Inc.) hired me 

to teach at her shop. Only three students signed up, and 

two were my friends! Today my classes are filled and have 

waiting lists, interest is worldwide, and crazy quilting is 

accepted as a true art form.

My first crazy quilt project
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Trailblazers
During the early years while I worked in my sewing room, three trailblazers helped bring crazy quilting 

back to public attention. They are Dixie Haywood, who specialized in machine crazy quilting and 

published Crazy Quilting with a Difference (1981, Scissortail Publications); Dorothy Bond, who printed 

the delightful stitch book Crazy Quilt Stitches (1981, Dorothy Bond); and Penny McMorris, author of 

Crazy Quilts (1984, Plume), a historical research book.

Over the last 28 years, I’ve done my best to carry the crazy quilt banner. Today there are crazy quilters 

all over the world, an international crazy quilt society, and countless crazy quilt groups. Some of my 

students are now writing books on crazy quilting, and that makes me proud.
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 Australian Memories, by Judith Baker Montano, 28˝ × 39˝
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Madeleine’s Journey, by 
Judith Baker Montano, 
36˝ × 36 ,̋ courtesy of 
Madeleine Montano Morack

I made this vibrant wall-
hanging for my daughter 
Madeleine using jewel-
tone colors and geometric 
embroidery stitches. 
Notice the use of the 
curved bridges (also see 
Creating Curved Bridges, 
page 32) and the striped 
ribbon that weaves in and 
out of the fabric patches.

Links with the Past
I believe that our background and upbringing dictate our special interests. The nature of my background 

has a lot to do with my love for crazy quilting.

I was raised on the historical Bar U Ranch in Alberta, Canada. My mother excelled at needlework, crafts, 

and music. She tried to teach us needlework, but I did not appreciate her efforts and would hide in the 

horse barn. I was her worst student.

Our ranch was situated next to a Stoney Indian reservation and a Hutterite colony. As a girl, I loved to 

visit our neighbors with my father. From my Indian friends, I developed an appreciation for rich, vivid 

colors and beading. From the Hutterite women, I gained an admiration for needlework. From my father, 

I developed a love for the land. Many of those Alberta sunsets find their way into my fiber art today.

Years ago my aunt Lola opened a trunk filled with inherited handiwork. Nestled between embroidered 

tablecloths were two crazy quilts created by my grandmother Baker and my great-grandmother Burns. 

They are wonderful links with the past and validate my passion for crazy quilting.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 R
ob

er
t V

al
en

tin
e,

 G
ic

le
e 

Pr
in

t N
et

, I
nc

.



10 The Crazy Quilt Handbook, Revised 3rd Edition

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE:  
The Crazy Quilt Legacy

Because needlework was one of the few 

“acceptable” occupations for women, 

crazy quilts were a natural outgrowth. 

They combined opulent colors, lush 

fabrics, and unrestrained pattern, 

serving as sentimental depositories of 

memorabilia.

Through a Victorian crazy quilt we 

can view life as it was. Bits of local and 

national history combine to give an 

overall impression of nineteenth-century 

life and customs. Lush velvets, satins, 

and rich silks mix with colorful glazed 

chintz and cottons. Crazy quilts portray 

the fabrics of life—those used every day 

and for special occasions. Mementos of 

special occasions decorate the quilts, 

and embroidered stitches mark impor-

tant dates and the initials of the maker 

or loved ones.

 Antique table runner from author’s collection, 30˝ × 30˝
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The Victorian era dates from 1837 

to 1901, coinciding with the reign 

of Britain’s beloved Queen Victoria, 

who gave her name to an age. At this 

time, Great Britain had great power, 

with dominions on every continent, 

and exerted sweeping influence.

Queen Victoria married Prince Albert 

and had nine children, but Albert died 

at a young age, leaving Victoria to live 

out her life in perpetual widowhood. 

She collected endless mementos of her 

beloved Albert, until she lived amid 

the chaos of memorabilia. In the end, 

Victoria held court in the corridors of 

Windsor Castle because her rooms 

were too crowded.

Queen Victoria dominated the fashion 

of the times. Women wore tight bodices 

over huge hoop skirts, topped in the 

back by large bustles. Ribbons, laces, and 

ruffles appeared in profusion. At home, 

too, more was better, and the best 

decorators emulated the queen’s clutter.

There is debate among historians as 

to whether the crazy quilt can be 

credited to American scrap quilts or 

the Victorian era. I believe it must 

be credited to the Victorians. The 

practical, hardworking pioneer woman 

“originated” pieced quilts, salvaging 

every precious bit of cloth to make 

into bed coverings. Quilted or tied, 

these were strictly utilitarian, for the 

pioneers had no time or materials for 

frivolous decoration.

After the Civil War (1865), when the 

nation came of age, fabrics were readily 

available and women had more money 

to devote to sewing for pleasure. 

Victorian crazy quilts were made only 

for display, to be admired and to high-

light the decor. They were produced in 

all forms, from table runners, cushion 

covers, and piano drapes to sofa throws. 

Sometimes they were displayed on the 

wall. Many were framed with velvet 

borders and silk ruffles, or highlighted 

with borders of elaborate crochet.

The Centennial Exposition of 1876 in 

Philadelphia marked a watershed in the 

development of crazy quilting. In the 

popular Japanese Pavilion, a silk screen 

depicting a Shinto priest on a paved 

walkway fascinated viewers. Several 

historians believe that needleworkers 

tried to emulate the paver stones with 

crazy quilt piecing. Others say the 

Japanese “cracked ice” china, popular 

at that time, was the inspiration.
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     Through a Victorian  
crazy quilt we can view  
life as it was.

“
”

Crazy quilting became the first American commercial needle-

work craze, lasting about ten years. Every woman had to 

have a crazy quilt, and the more intricate and busy it was, the 

better. The craze hit every demographic group, from poor to 

wealthy, rural to metropolitan.

Crazy quilting was a boon to many manufacturers, who 

encouraged its popularity. Silk factories produced new fabric 

designs along with silk packets, silk threads, and metallics just 

for crazy quilting. Women’s magazines were full of advice on 

making crazy quilts and the art of homemaking. Companies 

manufactured all types of supplies, patterns, and designs for 

painting on velvet and embroidery.

Embroidery books of Kate Greenaway children and Oriental 

designs were especially popular. These books contained 

patterns that could be transferred to fabric. Using a sharp 

needle, a paper pattern was pin pricked along the outlines. 

A stamping pounce (small powder puff) filled with powder 

was gently tapped along the perforated line, creating a white 

trace on the fabric.

Heavily embroidered antique crazy quilt, 84˝ × 104 ,̋ from author’s collection
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Antique quilt, 78˝ × 88 ,̋ from author’s collection

During this time, cigarette manufacturers placed small 

rectangular silk ribbon premiums in cigarette and cigar 

packages. The ribbons featured celebrities of the era—actors, 

opera stars, politicians—and flags, flora, and fauna. Victorian 

women, not allowed to smoke, encouraged male members of 

the household to do so in order to collect the silks for their 

crazy quilts.

Table cover, c. 1880, United States, Denver Art Museum Collection,  
gift of Mrs. Andrew Anderson, 1968.41, © Denver Art Museum 2001

Approximately 37˝ × 37 ,̋ this table cover is made entirely of yellow 
cigar silk ribbons, sewn into squares and set together in a Log Cabin 
Barn Raising pattern. Silks were offered as premiums in boxes of 
cigars, and many Victorian ladies had large ribbon collections.
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Detail of a Kate Greenaway design used in a Victorian crazy quilt. Miss 
Greenaway (1846–1901) was a popular English painter and illustrator, 
best known for her drawings of children.

Antique quilt top, 28˝ × 28 ,̋ from author’s collection

Cigarette silks are silk prints depicting flora, fauna, flags, and famous persons 
of the time, found inside cigarette packets. They were collected and used 
widely by Victorian women.

The Victorian-era woman did not have an easy life. She went 

from belonging to her father to belonging to her husband. 

She could not vote, there was no birth control, and a family 

averaged ten children. Not encouraged to attend university, 

she was schooled in “womanly arts” such as household 

management, painting, needlework, and cooking. Crazy 

quilting allowed her to show off her skill in needlework.

Victorian-era women were busy from morning to night with 

large households and families. The Age of Industrialization 

made cloth readily available and life was a bit easier, but it 

brought about a dilemma for the Victorian woman. One thing 

related to wealth is leisure time, and related to leisure time is 

needlework. So behind an ambitious man working his way 

up the ladder of success was a woman working in her spare 

time to produce a crazy quilt, just to prove how successful 

they were!

Women from the farms and countryside did not have easy 

access to silks and other fancy fabrics, but this did not 

diminish their love for crazy quilting. Their humble crazy quilts 

were made mostly of wool, cotton, and a few special fabrics. 

Some farm women worked in the fields like men but still 

found time for needlework. Their crazy quilts are tributes to 

every woman’s basic need for beauty in her surroundings.

Souvenir ribbons of campaigns and special events were often  
sewn into crazy quilts.
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Printed silks, such as this one from an antique Victorian quilt, were quick and easy ways 
to achieve a pictorial effect. Any fabric print, appliquéd and edged with embroidery 
stitches, can be used this way.

Outline embroideries highlight each fabric piece on this Victorian crazy quilt.

My grandparents emigrated from 

the United States to take up farming 

near Cayley in Alberta, Canada. My 

grandmother, Bessie Burns Baker, was a 

country woman who loved needlework, 

and she made a crazy quilt in 1932. 

Though she worked hard all day, she 

spent her evenings stitching by lamplight 

on her quilt.

Some of the fabrics are now deterio-

rating, but the stories remain. Past 

memories and future hopes are woven 

into this crazy quilt. Fabrics from her 

dresses mingle with fabrics from my 

grandfather’s suits and shirts. One 

piece, from a baby dress, belonged to 

their first daughter, Agnes, who died of 

pneumonia at age five. A special hand-

kerchief, sent back from the Great War 

by an uncle, is proudly displayed.

My grandmother’s crazy quilt, while 

not as fancy as some crazy quilts, is a 

historical tribute to a young farmwife 

who labored to create something 

beautiful for her home.

My grandmother, Bessie Burns Baker, holding my 
father, Colonel James Allen Baker
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This crazy quilt was made in the 1930s by my grandmother, Bessie Burns Baker. 
Courtesy of Mr. and Mrs. S. Lange
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World War I souvenir handkerchief from my grandmother’s quilt

Antique Method  
of Piecing

In some Victorian crazy quilts, 
the individual pieces were left 
unturned and tacked down with 
the embroidery stitches. This was 
not very satisfactory, as the edges 
raveled with use and time. In most 
cases, edges were turned under 
and appliquéd down.

Curved lines were thought to be 
more desirable than long, angular 
lines. Some Victorian pattern 
books suggested that larger pieces 
could be basted in place on the 
foundation and the smaller pieces 
fitted in. Remember the paver 
stones (page 10)?

Just as we do today, the Victorians 
sewed the fabric pieces to a foun-
dation. The foundation shapes 
were squares or rectangles, usually 
scraps and old pieces of fabric. 
These foundation shapes made 
for easier piecing and embroi-
dery. After the embroidery was 
complete on the pieced shapes, 
the foundation pieces were sewn 
together and the joining seams 
were also embroidered.

Vintage crazy quilt showing foundation fabric
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