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7INTRODUCTION: A FEW WORDS FROM ALEX

INTRODUCTION:  

One of the great things about quilting 

is that the creative journey never ends. 

The same can be said of the quilter’s 

learning curve. There are loads of opportunities 

to expand our knowledge and a zillion ways to 

address the process. Since the 1997 publication 

of my book Start Quilting with Alex Anderson 

(now in its third edition), I’ve gone on to create 

an extensive series of “little books,” each aimed at 

teaching a specific skill.

At a recent Quilt Market, a shop owner asked 

me if there were a book currently in print that 

encompasses all the subjects I’ve targeted in my 

little books. Bingo! Lightbulb moment! Perhaps 

the time had arrived for me to produce a “big 

book” of quilting—a perfect, one-stop resource 

guide for quilters. You now hold that book in 

your hands.

As I began to pull this “big book” together, I 

recognized that many things about the quilt-

making process have remained the same, 

anchored by tried-and-true theories and  

techniques that have stood the test of time.  

They worked then, and they work now.

Quilting, however, is not a static endeavor. As 

with any craft, the materials and methods have 

continued to evolve. In this book, I’ve kept the 

best from my little books, while updating and 

expanding the information they contain. I’ve 

also added new material that I’ve never covered 

in my books before. My ultimate wish is that 

you consider this book your all-in-one, go-to 

place when seeking information to inform and 

improve your quilting.

I love meeting other quilters and am always  

flattered and humbled when I’m asked to  

autograph one of my books. I hope someday 

that I get to meet you and—should you present 

this book for me to sign—that your book shows 

all the signs of the love, wear, and tear that signal 

a well-used favorite.

Until we meet (and we quilters do get around),

A Few Words from Alex
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ANATOMY 

The following terms describe the various parts of the quilt surface.A quilt is like a sandwich. It has  

three layers: 

  The quilt top is made of 

fabrics (usually 100% cotton) cut in 

various sizes and then sewn together 

either by hand or machine to create 

the overall quilt design.

  The batting is the filler 

between the quilt top and the 

backing. It forms the middle layer 

of the quilt sandwich. It is typically 

cotton, polyester, or a blend of both.

  The backing is the bottom 

layer of the quilt sandwich. It can  

be made up of a single piece of  

fabric or pieced to achieve the 

appropriate width. 

Quilting is the act of stitching  

all three layers together by hand  

or machine.

Batting

Quilt top

Backing
The quilt sandwich

  The block is the basic unit 

of quilt construction. Many quilts are 

made up of multiple, repeated blocks, 

arranged in rows to form the body  
(or center) of the quilt.

  When blocks or borders are 

pieced, individual fabric shapes are 

seamed together to create an overall 

motif.

  When blocks or borders are 

appliquéd, individual shapes are 

stitched on top of a base fabric to 

create an overall motif.

  Sometimes called lattice, 

sashing refers to fabric strips sewn 

between blocks to form a grid over 

the surface of the quilt center. In  

addition to separating the blocks,  

the choice of sashing fabric often 

allows these strips to create interesting 

secondary patterns, particularly  

when paired with cornerstones  

at each juncture.

  A quilt’s border acts as a 

frame. The border should make sense 

visually; that is, it should relate to or 

add something to the quilt’s overall 

design. It might repeat or emphasize  

a key color, fabric, block, or other  

element in the quilt’s body.

Sometimes a quilt will have more than 

one border. In addition to meeting the 

criteria above, multiple borders should 

be scaled in pleasing proportion to 

one another, as well as to the overall 

quilt. Along with sashing and corner-

stones, you’ll learn more about border 

options in Putting It Together: Settings 

and Borders (page 89).

  Binding refers to strips of 

fabric used to finish and encase the 

edges of the quilt sandwich after  

the quilt has been quilted. You’ll  

discover other possibilities for finishing 

the edges of your quilts in Finishing 

Touches (page 155).

OF A QUILT
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Block

Cornerstone

Sashing

Inner border

Outer 
border

Piecing

Appliqué

Binding

  Standard Mattress Sizes
Crib 23˝ × 46˝

Toddler 27˝ × 52˝

Twin 39˝ × 75˝

Full 54˝ × 75˝

Queen 60˝ × 80˝

King (regular) 76˝ × 80˝

California king 72˝ × 84˝

Flower Pops (56˝ × 56˝)  
designed and made  
by Alex Anderson, 
machine quilted  
by Angela Walters
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IN THE 

You’re making a big investment and establishing a long-term relationship with a 

professional who can provide valuable education and important service. Think 

of it as joining a family.

Whether you’re blessed with the 

luxury of a dedicated sewing room or 

you must carve your creative space 

from a common area in your home, 

you’ll want to incorporate certain 

physical characteristics and tools for  

a satisfactory quilting experience.

SEWING 
MACHINE
Let’s start with the big boy: your 

sewing machine. The features you’ll 

need to make a quilt are simple and 

few. Your machine should be in good 

working condition, with proper  

tension, an even stitch, and a good, 

sharp, size 80 needle.

If you plan to purchase a new 

machine—and I suspect you may as 

you fall in love with the quiltmaking 

process—do some research before 

you commit. Sewing machine  

companies love quilters and are eager 

to introduce new technologies that 

cut the learning curve and make our 

stitching easier. Consult the Internet 

to narrow your search, and then visit  

a dealer or two to test-drive and  

select the most comfortable com- 

bination of machine … and dealer. 

SEWING 
ROOM

Shopping for a New Machine
I love my sewing machine (it’s a BERNINA) for many reasons. Here are some of 

the key features I look for in a sewing machine:

 � Needle up/needle down function: 

This feature allows you to stop 

stitching with the needle either 

raised or buried in the fabric. The 

latter position is especially useful for 

machine quilting; it enables you to 

hold your place as you stop to shift 

or pivot the quilt sandwich. You 

control this function either by hit-

ting the base of the foot pedal with 

your heel (on some machines) or by 

pressing a button on the machine.

 � Free-hand system or knee lift: In 

essence, this feature gives you 

another hand, enabling you to raise 

or lower the presser foot without 

removing your hands from what-

ever you are working on.

 � Feed dogs: These can be lowered  

or dropped for free-motion  

quilting (see Free-Motion  

Quilting, page 152).



11IN THE SEWING ROOM 

Feed dogs raised

Feed dogs lowered

Open- and closed-toe darning foot

1/4˝ patchwork foot
 � Good, consistent tension that is easy to adjust.

 � A variety of attachments—called feet—to suit the 

specific task at hand and the ability of the machine to 

accommodate them. A few basics would include a 1/4˝ 

patchwork foot attachment for accurate piecing, an 

open-toe walking foot attachment for adding bindings 

and for straight-line machine quilting, an open-toe 

embroidery foot for machine appliqué, and an open- or 

closed-toe darning foot for free-motion quilting.

Open-toe walking foot

Caring for Your Machine
No matter how fine the machine, it will not perform at its 

best if you neglect to maintain it. If you spend lots of time 

stitching, and especially if you machine quilt, you’re putting 

lots of wear on your machine. Clean and oil your machine 

regularly as the manufacturer directs—usually after every six 

to eight hours of stitching. Replace the needle after a day’s 

sewing (for example, every seven to eight hours) or if you 

notice it becoming dull or burred. Finally, be sure to take 

in the machine every six to twelve months for professional 

service. Consider this preventive maintenance; mark it on 

your calendar so you don’t forget.
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YOUR PHYSICAL SETUP
No matter where you set up shop, you’ll want your sewing space to be as  

comfortable, ergonomic, and efficient as possible. Here are some key physical 

aspects to consider.

 
A slide-on acrylic tray makes a great alternative if 
you don’t have the space or the money for a large, 
dedicated sewing table. This tray is a great way 
to adapt your machine for use on a regular table. 
This clever invention extends the bed of your 
sewing machine, enlarging the usable surface. It’s 
useful for piecing, particularly as the body of your 
quilt grows larger, and it’s a godsend for machine 
quilting. Look for a sturdy, well-constructed unit 
that aligns perfectly with the bed of your machine.

Sewing table of the right height: 

 � For machine sewing, you want to 

be as comfortable as possible. I can’t 

stress this enough!

 � You’ll want to be able to sit with 

your arms and legs at a 90° angle; 

at any other angle, you will place 

unnecessary strain on your neck, 

wrists, elbows, and knees. Position 

the table so that the quilt can’t 

trail off the edge as it grows—for 

example, place it against a wall or 

in a corner. If this is not possible, 

surround the end of the table 

with chairs or enlist your height-

adjustable ironing board to help 

support the quilt’s bulk.

 � If you haven’t discovered them 

already, your machine dealer will 

probably introduce you to a variety 

of specially designed, commercially 

The ideal machine setup

tip

A slide-on tray is a great way to expand or adapt your work area.

manufactured sewing tables. If you 

have the space and can spare the 

cash, you might want to give these 

a look-see.
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Adjustable office chair: For max-

imum flexibility, select an armless chair 

that swivels and adjusts in height.

Lighting: Don’t underestimate the 

importance of good lighting! The 

overhead light in your sewing room is 

probably not sufficient; supplement 

it with a portable task light that you 

can adjust and direct where the light is 

most needed. Position it so that there 

is no glare and so that it doesn’t cast 

any shadows.

Cutting table: Some quilters keep a 

collapsible craft table in their work-

space for cutting fabric. These tables 

work well for basting too, especially the 

waist-high variety made especially for 

sewists.

Iron and pressing station: Correct 

pressing is very important to making 

a successful quilt, and you’ll be doing 

lots of pressing! The iron in your closet 

is probably just fine, but eventually 

you might want to purchase a super-

hot steam iron. Some quilters reserve 

a separate iron just for use with their 

appliqué projects, particularly when 

these projects involve fusible web or 

spray starch. As for pressing surfaces, 

you’ll want both firm (for preparing 

appliqué shapes and pressing pieced 

blocks) and soft (for pressing finished 

appliqué blocks).

Design wall: I can’t imagine making a quilt without my indispensible,  

permanently mounted design wall. It’s as essential to me as my sewing machine 

and rotary cutter. I use it for auditioning fabric choices and for experimenting  

with block arrangements and borders (see Putting It Together: Settings and 

Borders, page 89).

Seeing Stars (page 121) in progress on my design wall

Not everyone has the luxury of open wall space in the sewing room for a per-

manent design surface, but there are other options. One of my favorites is to 

cover one side of a large, 3́  × 6́  piece of foam core (available at most craft-supply 

stores) with flannel or felt, wrap the excess to the back of the board, and pin or 

staple to secure. You can prop this portable design board against a wall, door, 

or large piece of furniture while you’re working, and then slip it under a bed for 

storage when you’re not. While perhaps not as attractive or permanent, another 

option that will do in a pinch is to tape or tack a length of white cotton batting, 

felt, or flannel directly to the wall.
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TOOLS AND NOTIONS
Quilters love gadgets, and every year more tools and 

notions are introduced to the quiltmaking world. Your first 

visit to a quilt shop or the quilting section of a fabric store 

can be overwhelming. There are many decisions to make 

when purchasing the necessary tools to get started. The 

following list includes the basics for a well-stocked sewing 

space. (Technique-specific tools will be addressed more fully 

in the appropriate technique chapter.)
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