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Welcome to Prairie Quilts

Dear Reader,

In the 1870s, a little girl named Laura Ingalls lived with her family in a dugout home and played among the plum thickets along the banks of Plum Creek on the Minnesota prairie. As an adult, Laura Ingalls Wilder would write a series of wonderful books about her pioneer family’s experiences as they moved around the country seeking a better life.
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The Wilder books are rich in detail about frontier life in the nineteenth century, and quilting is one of the many crafts described in some detail. My husband and I started our Plum Creek Patchwork business on a farm directly across the fields from the site of the Ingalls’ Plum Creek home. This led me to reread Laura’s books and to search for references to quilting in their text. As I explored Laura’s story, my research gave me many ideas for quilt patterns, and Prairie Quilts is the result.

In addition to the quilt blocks mentioned in the books, I searched for blocks that would typically have been used in the late nineteenth century. The opportunity to include time-appropriate vintage quilt blocks and quilt tops in this collection was especially rewarding. Several of the antique tops used in this book have been quilted by hand or by machine without major adjustments. Others were labors of love that required substantial effort in taking the quilts apart, resizing them, and sewing them back together. Some of the appliqué projects are especially delightful in their reflection of Laura’s whimsical spirit.

I was particularly pleased to be able to complete some of the vintage quilt patterns with fabrics of my own design—thus linking past and present in a common effort. These projects have given me a greater appreciation for the work of early quilters and the rich heritage they have handed down to us.

[image: 9780873497732_0007_002]
This book has provided me with the opportunity to share that heritage with you and combine it with new fabrics using modern techniques. It is my hope that this collection of 27 projects will encourage you to explore your fabric collection and make a quilt reminiscent of the life Laura describes in her books. Perhaps it will pique your interest in rereading the Wilder books or, better still, lead you to share them with a child. You may also be enticed to visit one or more of the many Laura sites listed on Laura Ingalls Museums. However you choose to enhance your experience of the series, I wish you happy quilting and a rich journey through history.

— Johanna Wilson 



Quilt Beginnings

Fabric Selection

Choosing fabric for your next quilt project should be an exhilarating experience, but I know many of you are uncomfortable with the prospect of making fabric choices. You may consider it an intimidating, but necessary, chore before you can begin the part you like best—making a quilt. Perhaps the following suggestions will offer you confidence to make fabric shopping more enjoyable.



[image: Il_9780873497732_0008_001] Choose one fabric you really like.

[image: Il_9780873497732_0008_002] Choose other fabrics that blend with the first.

[image: Il_9780873497732_0008_003] Vary the size (scale) of the prints.

[image: Il_9780873497732_0008_004] Try to visualize the fabrics as they will appear in the quilt (size, position).

[image: Il_9780873497732_0008_005] Consider including a new color, a plaid, a stripe, or a large print that may introduce just the sparkle you were hoping to find.
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Design Area

Try to locate an area in your house where you can spread your fabrics or blocks out and step back. The bottom of a stairway works well as does a wall covered with cotton batting or flannel. If a wall is not available, you might cover a door or a large, flat piece of cardboard. You will find viewing the fabrics from a distance will make fabric choices obvious.



Accuracy

Be sure you have your sewing machine in good working order and proper lighting in all the areas where you will be working.

Have your cutting table the proper height to maintain a healthy back.

Find the rotary cutter that works best for you. ALWAYS close the blade when not in use.
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Cutting Fabric

Wouldn’t Laura have loved our quilting tools? Cutting strips instead of individual squares to make nine-patches would have delighted her. Most of the quilts made at that time were made from scraps, not yardage, so the cutting process was tedious. One has only to notice the small, seamed-together pieces in a quilt block to realize how limited they were in fabric options. Each piece was precious.

We have a number of tools for cutting and measuring to make our tasks easier. Learning to use them to their best advantage is vital for good results in our quilts. Once you find the rulers and cutters you prefer, always use the same ones in the project you are making. There may be slight differences in tools that will affect the size.

As you cut strips across of the fabric, always cut away from your body. Stop cutting when you reach where your hand is holding the ruler, move your hand up several inches on the ruler, then continue cutting to the end of the strip. Not moving your hand puts extra pressure on the end of the ruler, causing the cutter to move the ruler and making the cut wider at the end. This happens when we are in a hurry or are cutting the last available fabric!

While all rotary blades can cause injury, dull ones do not cut fabric well. Replace your blades often, storing the used blades in a container, just for that purpose, to be disposed of in a safe manner.

Quarter-Inch Seams

Quilt patterns require a scant ¼" seam allowance. Check your accuracy by cutting three pieces 1½" x 4" and sewing them together along the 4" side. Press the seams to one side. Lay a ruler over the strips on the right-hand side to check the size. Your piece should measure 3½" across with the center strip measuring exactly 1". If it doesn’t, cut new strips, adjust the seams, and repeat until you have found your correct measurement. Even if your machine has a ¼" foot, check the seam allowance the same way. You may be able to change the needle position to make adjustments. Mark your perfect seam allowance on the machine with a marking pen or a piece of tape. Always use this guide when sewing quilt seams. Painters’ masking tape or black electrical tape will not leave a residue on your machine.

Pressing

Press pieces flat after each seam is sewn. Open the pieces, holding the darker side in one hand so that the lighter side, including the seam, is flat on the pressing board. Place the iron on the right side along the seam line, and hold it in place for a few seconds. This will automatically press the seam toward the darker fabric. Pick up the iron and put it down until you have reached the end of the seam. Remember to press, not iron, the pieces. Ironing is moving the iron in a back and forth motion, which can easily distort small pieces of fabric. Pressing from the right side helps avoid pressing pleats into the seam and distorting the size. Trim as necessary.

Trimming

Check the size of your pieced blocks as you press. The sizes for the pieces are given in parentheses, for example (2½" x 4½"), as you proceed through the patterns. Check the size after you press, and square up the block if necessary. Trimming to size will help keep the pieces square as you sew to the next piece, eliminating excess frustration! Check the seam allowance frequently.

Un-Sewing or Ripping Out

Occasionally, a seam may be too large, or we may sew the pieces together incorrectly which leads to reverse manual sewing, better known as ripping or un-sewing.

To un-sew, use a sharp seam ripper and carefully cut every third or fourth stitch along one side of the seam to be removed. Turn to the other side of the seam and gently lift the uncut thread with the dull side of the ripper. You should be able to loosen the entire seam.

If your stitches are very close together, you might want to adjust your stitch length on the sewing machine. Very small stitches are more difficult
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