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Introduction

My earliest memories include string quilts. Shortly after I was born, my maternal grandmother lovingly stitched a string quilt for my crib from bits and pieces of old clothing and scraps left over from her hand-made dresses. For the foundations, she cut squares from still-usable parts of worn household linens like bed sheets and dish towels. The strips and pieces from the clothing were stitched to the foundation squares, and then those squares were sewn together to make the quilt top.

Grandma didn’t even buy new batting for her quilts. She simply cut the least worn parts from an old cotton flannel blanket and used that as the middle part of the quilt. Another piece of flannel for the backing, and a few yarn ties, and my crib quilt was complete. This quilt became my “blankie,” my comfort when things didn’t go as I wished. My sister and I used this little quilt as the “door” when we made tents over the clothesline. Sometimes we hid under our quilts to read a book by flashlight so Mom wouldn’t know when we stayed up past our bedtimes. I still love this quilt for all the memories attached to it; I wouldn’t trade it for any other quilt in the world.

Even though I now make much larger and more complicated quilts with elaborate patterns, I still love to make string quilts for my grown children and other family members—to use as throws on a bed or couch, to stay warm at outdoor events, or to cover the ground for picnics. When I make string quilts, I don’t usually plan every piece before cutting and sewing strips together. I just begin stitching scrap pieces of fabric together, enjoying the process with the knowledge that I am making something useful.

Making string quilts is a playful process, but making “sister string quilts,” even more so. I have two sisters; we are close in age and have shared many of the same interests and activities while growing up. Linda teaches piano at the college level; Helen loves to knit, both by hand and machine, and has designed and published patterns for knitting. Of course you already know that my passion is quiltmaking. Even though my sisters and I have different looks and interests, my mother would say, “But you are cut from the same cloth!”

The sister quilts that are patterned in this book resulted from my experimenting with scraps left over from the Purple Pride string-pieced quilt (see page 21). I wanted to make a medallion quilt, spontaneous in nature. I drew flower shapes on the paper side of paper-backed fusible webbing, and then fused that to the wrong side of the scraps and cut them out. I stitched a background and started placing the flower shapes on the background. I added leaves and stems. Then I decided to add a bow to hold the stems together. The resulting arrangement was so happy and free! The process for making this quilt was like nothing I’d ever attempted before. I thoroughly enjoyed the freedom of not planning every piece before I started. Purple Posies is a charming quilt, whether used on a bed or hung on a wall.
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This crib quilt was lovingly made by my maternal grandmother, Katherine Fast Goebel, from scraps of used clothing, most notably one of the shirts worn by her husband, John William Goebel. My grandmother used a piece of a used cotton blanket as the batting. She never threw away anything that could be incorporated into a quilt.



Since then, I have made lots of sister string quilts, in addition to the six in this book. You can do it, too. Make a pieced quilt and save the scraps for the appliqué sister. Or start with strings for the appliqué quilt. You don’t have to ever get around to making the pieced sister if you don’t want to.

Finally, I include a Gallery of 17 string-pieced quilts made by other quilters. These showcase the range of styles that is possible with string quilts.

Of all the quilts I make, I probably feel most sentimental about my string quilts because of the fond memories I associate with their use. These are the quilts I make to be loved, used, and enjoyed. They probably won’t survive 200 years into the future, but that is not why I make them. I make them to use up otherwise unusable bits of fabric left over from more intricate projects. I make them for the intense creativity and pleasure I feel from working spontaneously. I make them because I want to make them. This is my playtime, my occasional break from making precision pieced and appliquéd beauties.

My grandmother made quilts because she needed to keep her family warm in winter. What she did out of necessity and from scarcity of materials, I now do for my own pleasure and from an abundance of fabrics.

For whatever reason you love to make quilts, I hope you find something in this book to inspire you. Whether you choose to make a quilt exactly like those patterned in this volume, or simply glean ideas for adapting patterns with your own personal touch, my purpose for this book is to help you have fun making string quilts.

May you enjoy the creative process!
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The author, Elsie (left), with her sisters, Linda (center) and Helen (right).


Elsie’s Top Tips for Successful String Quilts

TIP #1

Choose colors that you like

One of the first questions that most quilters ask themselves when planning a quilt is, “What colors should I use to make my quilt?” It can become confusing with so many beautiful fabrics and colors to choose from in today’s quilt shops.

Color is an integral part of our lives from the very beginning. If you wish to start a conversation with a preschooler, one of the first questions you may ask is, “What is your favorite color?” He or she will probably respond quickly. She knows which color is her favorite without having to stop and think about it too much. Can you name your favorite color? Most likely it’s on the tip of your tongue. Now, can you tell me why it’s your favorite color? This answer probably requires a little more thought.

As adults, we tend to wear colors that make us look and feel our best. The colors we choose to wear may reflect our mood or our outlook on any particular day. When I teach my string-piecing class, the supply list includes strips and scraps of fabrics. Class participants spend the morning stitching their “strings” together to make “string-pieced yardage.” When each person has sewn a panel of about a yard or so in length, I instruct them to press the seams flat in one direction, and then cut blocks or pieces for blocks from the pieced-and-pressed panel.

Then the real fun begins! Each participant plays with her blocks on a design wall until she finds a pleasing arrangement. Sometimes wonderful surprises happen. It’s always amazing to see the variety of ideas that emerge from this design play. I love to take photographs of the designs in progress, and often I try to include the artist in the photograph.

After taking photos in several classes, I realized that the colors and styles of participants’ clothing were subtly reflected in the colors, blocks, and patterns that emerged on the design wall! It became clear to me that each quilter chose to work with fabrics in colors that she was most comfortable wearing. Does this hypothesis hold true for you, too? Check out the colors hanging in your closet, and then examine your fabric stash. How do they compare? If you want to learn more about color and color theory, refer to some of my favorite books in the Resources list on page 83.

TIP #2

Value is more important than color

Even though the colors may be what draw you to a particular quilt, it is actually contrast in value that creates the pattern. In other words, value is more important than color when making quilts. This is especially important for scrap quilts where lots of different prints and colors are combined in one project.

Why is value more important than color? I believe it’s because your eye perceives light and dark (value) before it perceives color. Research has shown that a newborn’s eyes perceive light and dark first; color perception develops later. When viewing something from a distance or in dim light, the first thing you notice is the object’s shape, especially if it’s in high contrast with the background. You can tell what kind of tree you see on the horizon simply by the shape. You don’t have to know if it’s green or brown or any other color to know that it’s a tree.

When viewing quilts displayed at a show, the quilts I notice first are those that have striking designs in highly contrasting fabrics. They beckon me to come closer. As I draw closer, I can then identify the block pattern and individual colors. When I move in very close to the quilt, I love to examine the detail and workmanship. Each of these elements is important in determining which quilt wins the award, but the first impression is always created by contrast and value. That is not to say that soft contrast cannot be successful, but it takes more skill to achieve success with low contrast.
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Choose a wide range of values for your quilt, such as lights, mediums, and darks, as shown here.
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