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Hello, EPP!
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I love English paper piecing because of two conflicting traits: I adore complex-looking patchwork, but when I’m piloting a sewing machine, well ... I’m not all that precise. I do enjoy machine sewing, but it’s not exactly a relaxing activity for me (getting perfectly matched points always involves a bit of stress and seam ripping). So the first time I cut out some paper hexagons and started basting fabric to them, I knew I had stumbled onto something very special — a way to make amazing patchwork pictures without struggling over construction!
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If you’re a quilter, you might see English paper piecing (or EPP for short) as a slow and labor-intensive technique. If you’re a sewist who makes garments and small projects, you might think EPP is only for quiltmaking. No matter how you sew, in this book I hope to inspire you to think about EPP differently. You can use it to make beautiful and impressive quilts, but you can also add a bit of patchwork magic to smaller projects like placemats and pillows. You can make appliqué motifs to sew to clothing and bags. You can create brilliant patchwork fabric to cut up and sew into soft toys and zippered pouches. And you can easily design your own original EPP patterns. Best of all, you can do all of this without having to be an accomplished technical sewist.

Every single time I teach EPP, I wait eagerly for the moment when one of my students looks up from his or her patchwork, face lit up with inspiration, and bursts out, “Wow! This is so easy! I can use it in all kinds of ways!” Those moments are what led me to write this book. I hope you’ll find EPP as liberating, relaxing, and, yes, as addictive as I do.
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Idea Book vs. Project Book

This book differs from many other craft books in one important way. I’m going to show you a lot of EPP project ideas, from quilts to soft toys to home decor to accessories, but I won’t be teaching you exactly how to make any of those items.

I structured the book this way for two reasons. First, I wanted to show you as many different ways to use EPP as possible. If I were to include project instructions for all 29 project ideas and 84 pattern design ideas I’m sharing here, I’d end up with a weighty tome of a book, with very few pages left to explain how to actually EPP. Instead, I wanted to be able to go into as much helpful EPP detail as possible — there are so many wonderful little tricks to this craft!

Second, I wanted you to have the freedom to use EPP in any way you can dream up. Sometimes, I find that being presented with specific project instructions can be somewhat limiting. If, for example, you prefer to sew pillows, and I used five pages to explain how to make a tote bag, then those pages aren’t all that useful for you. Not only that, but it’s likely you already have favorite projects you’ve made many times, and it’s so easy to incorporate EPP into these. (You’ll learn how to do this in chapter 2).

Chances are, too, that you already own other books about quiltmaking or sewing — books with patterns that would welcome some EPP touches. And, well, the Internet is simply teeming with free patterns and instructions. So you’re more than covered for basic patterns! Let’s focus instead on giving you as much EPP technique and inspiration as possible. I hope you’ll mix and match the ideas in this book to make something that’s truly your own.

For most of the project ideas in this book, I used EPP (sewn by hand) to make the patchwork and the appliques and machine sewing for the basic construction. But there’s no reason why you can’t hand-sew the projects entirely. In this book’s website, AllPointsPatchwork.com, you’ll find a list of links to free online tutorials and good commercial patterns for these kinds of projects. And if there’s something you’d like to make but you aren’t sure where to begin, feel free to e-mail me at Diane@AllPointsPatchwork.com and I’ll be glad to help you get started. (I’d also love to see pictures of what you make!)

Speaking of getting started ...

A Few Tidbits before We Begin

In this short section, we’ll learn a little of this craft’s fascinating history and cover a few basic concepts. But if you’re chomping at the bit to start doing EPP, feel free to jump to chapter 2 and come back here later.
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Where Does EPP Come From?

English paper piecing dates back to the late 1700s, when hexagon quilts became popular in England. Also called mosaic quilts, honeycomb quilts, or six-sided patchwork, they were made by a method similar to what we know today: basting fabrics over paper templates and then sewing the hexagons together by hand. Hexagon-based patterns became the most popular patchwork style in England by the 1830s, and the mania quickly spread across the pond to America, where the venerable magazine Godey’s Lady’s Book carried a hexagon quilt pattern for the first time in 1835. (Incidentally, at that time U.S. women considered all things British to be very elegant, which is why the technique was first called English paper piecing in the States.)
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Detail of a Grandmother’s Flower Garden quilt, courtesy of Lynn Kogh




The earliest hexagon quilts were one-patch affairs, using many different colors of fabric with no formal arrangement. Thrifty quiltmakers loved the technique as a way to make use of small scraps. But before long, a pattern called Grandmother’s Flower Garden emerged and became extremely popular. In this pattern, the colors are arranged in flower shapes made from several rows of hexagons, with a solid “garden path” border of white or green running between them.

But EPP didn’t stop developing with this pattern. Before long, creative sewists started arranging their hexagons into stripes, diamond forms, and more. And from there, quiltmakers started cutting their paper into triangles and diamonds as well as hexagons, and combining these shapes into even more complex EPP designs.

As home sewing machines became more common through the late 1800s, EPP’s role in quiltmaking shifted. It may have seemed much more labor-intensive compared to machine sewing, but it still afforded quilters a soothing hand-sewing project to work on during evenings and quiet moments. The Grandmother’s Flower Garden pattern remained popular through the 1930s and 1940s as a kind of “challenge” project that a quilter might work on little by little for years and then display proudly as a huge accomplishment in her creative life.

Even now, with all the fancy tools and computerized sewing machines we have available, modern-day quilters still love EPP. The craft has evolved way beyond its hexagon roots, and now you can find examples of EPP made with diamonds, triangles, octagons, pentagons, and even curved-edge shapes. In fact, we’ll explore all these common EPP shapes in depth in the coming chapters. Sure, EPP isn’t the fastest of crafts, but in this mass-produced world, how nice to be able to point to something beautiful and say, “I made that ... and I sewed it all by hand.” That’s a little like having a superpower!



EPP vs. Foundation Piecing

Actually, there are two paper-based patchwork techniques that are often referred to as “paper piecing,” but they’re quite different. EPP is a handstitched technique that uses templates cut in a variety of shapes. Foundation paper piecing, on the other hand, employs a full sheet of paper with a line drawing of a quilt block pattern printed on it. Fabrics are then machine-sewn to this paper, following the lines. When all the sewing is done, the paper is peeled away.




Is EPP Better Than Machine Piecing?

This is a question that comes up often in my EPP classes. I don’t think either sewing method is necessarily “better.” Each one has its strengths, and different sewists will have different favorites. Obviously, if you know the right tips and tricks, machine piecing can create detailed patchwork much more quickly than EPP. But I think EPP has glories that machine piecing can’t touch:


	EPP is a form of relaxation — a rhythmic, repetitive activity that calms the mind — and a perfect way to wind down at the end of a long day.

	EPP is a highly portable craft. You can’t always carry a sewing machine and iron around with you, but an EPP project fits nicely in your bag. It’s a wonderful way to make productive use of long car, train, or airplane trips.

	With EPP, you can craft and be social at the same time. Take it with you to the coffee shop or the park and chat with friends as you stitch. You might also make new friends along the way when people ask about those pretty bits of fabric in your hands.

	EPP considerably simplifies the process of making patchwork. The templates take care of all measuring and matching of points, so you can just enjoy the sewing and see perfect results every time.
Now that you have a little information on this craft, let’s explore the tools and materials you’ll need to get started.
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Several shapes make up this EPP pattern. Courtesy of Aylin Ozturk.












Chapter 1


Tools and Materials
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Let’s begin our journey into EPP by learning about the supplies you'll need. We’ll talk about different kinds of templates, how to choose fabrics, and some tools that make EPP easier and you more comfortable. More than likely, you have most of what you need to get started just sitting in your sewing room right now!
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EPP in a Nutshell

If you’ve never seen EPP in action, here’s a quick overview of how it works. (We’ll cover all of these techniques in depth in the coming chapters.)



	1. Begin with some fabric and shaped templates. Attach each template to the fabric and then cut around the edge, leaving a margin.
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	2. Fold the edges of the fabric over the template, and baste them in place with a little hand sewing. Repeat this process to make as many patches as you need for your project.
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	3. Sew the finished patches together by hand.
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	4. Finally, remove the basting stitches, and then pop out those templates. What remains is a beautiful piece of patchwork!
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Choosing Templates

All EPP begins with some kind of template. Traditionally, these templates were made from scraps of household paper, but these days, there are many more options available. Strictly speaking, any kind of template should be just fine for EPP, but I’ve definitely found that different templates work best for different projects. So I’ll get a bit nerdy for a moment and share the pros and cons of the most commonly available types. I recommend experimenting with several kinds of templates and seeing which you like best.


Scrap Paper

Originally, EPP templates were cut from saved bits of paper, such as old letters or catalog pages, and you can certainly continue this tradition. I save misprints from my home printer for EPP, and sometimes I cut templates from magazine pages and junk mail. You can trace your template shapes onto scrap paper, draw them by hand with a ruler, punch them with craft punches, or print them from your computer. (We’ll talk more about making your own templates in chapter 3.)
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Best used for: hexagons, tumblers, octagons, pentagons, or any shape with wide-angle corners.

Less great for: diamonds, triangles, jewels, or any shape with narrow-angle corners.

Reusable? Sometimes. Scrap paper templates are a bit prone to damage during basting and sewing, but some will survive to take on another project.

Pros: Scrap paper is free (your recycle bin is full of it), and it’s very easy to pass a needle through this material for basting. Paper-based templates are flexible and easy to manage as you sew the patches together.

Cons: Paper can bend easily when you fold fabric over it, and this can distort shapes as you baste them. Working with paper requires paying close attention to this tendency.



Paper Punches

If you like the idea of using up your scrap paper for EPP, you might want to look into paper punches for cutting your templates. Interesting shapes and sizes are coming on the market all the time. With these, you can easily punch out as many templates as you need, using any paper you have lying around. (See Resources for more information.)
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Cardstock

I use cardstock templates for the majority of my EPP projects; their crispness makes precise fabric folding so easy. As with scrap paper, you can print your own cardstock templates on your home printer, or trace, punch, or draw your shapes.

You can also buy packets of precut templates online or in craft stores. I use these all the time and love them. Because they’re machine cut, you can be sure they’re all the exact same size and shape, and this makes it a breeze to match up patchwork points. (See Resources for more on these templates.)

Best used for: any shape, especially those with sides measuring about 3" or less.

Less great for: shapes with sides longer than 3"; large templates are best made from paper so they’re more flexible and easier to handle.

Reusable? Cardstock templates are very resilient. Just press them with a warm iron after use to flatten them back out. I usually get about five to seven uses from each one.

Pros: Cardstock won’t bend during basting, so it’s quite easy to get precisely shaped patches that fit together well.

Cons: Basting through cardstock can be somewhat hard on your hands and needles over time. Some EPPers also find stiff cardstock patches challenging to wrangle as they sew.
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Precut templates
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Hand-drawn templates




Freezer Paper

You can draw or trace your template shapes onto freezer paper. Many grocery stores carry large rolls of this material, which is designed to be a watertight wrap for meats but is also great for EPP. One side of the paper is coated with plastic. If you place that side against fabric and press it with a hot iron, the plastic will melt and lightly stick the paper to the fabric. When you’re done piecing, you can peel the paper away from the fabric easily, with no residue left behind
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Reusable Plastic Templates
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Making Templates vs. Buying Ready-Made




Choosing Fabrics





Should You Prewash?



	If you plan to make a project that will be laundered often and you don’t want to give it any special handling, then it makes sense to prewash your fabrics so there’s no major shrinkage.

	Any time you use linen in a project that will be laundered, be sure to prewash it and thus shrink it before you sew it.

	It’s also wise to prewash fabrics that have lots of saturated color. You don’t want them bleeding when you launder the finished project.







Choosing Colors and Patterns



Patch Size and Scale
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Breathing Room
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Fabrics and Value



Your Fabric Tendencies
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Thread for EPP



	One thread for basting that contrasts with your fabrics. Since you’ll need to remove the basting stitches in many cases, you’ll want them to be very easy to see.

	One thread for sewing patches together that matches or blends with your fabrics. Many EPP projects involve lots of different-colored fabrics, so if you can’t find one color to coordinate with them all, try a gray or beige. I keep on hand spools of these two colors in several light and dark values, so I’m prepared for any combination of fabrics. 










Your EPP Toolkit






The Basics


	A. Fabric scissors. You’ll be making mostly small fabric cuts in EPP, so look for a pair of sewing shears with about a 5" blade. You’ll find them lightweight and mobile.

	B. Paper scissors. If you plan to cut your own EPP templates, keep a pair of paper-designated scissors on hand. Never cut paper with your fabric scissors, because that causes the blades to dull over time.

	C. Appliqué scissors. These small, very sharp scissors are handy when you need to clip into the edges of your fabric, and they’re nice for clipping threads as you hand-sew. If you don’t have appliqué scissors, any small, sharp pair will do.

	D. Needles. The most common needle for EPP is called a sharp. Sharps come in a range of sizes (which are basically different lengths). I use sharps for basting patches. For sewing patches together, however, I tend to use quilting needles (also known as betweens). This type of needle is smaller and thinner than a sharp, so it passes through multiple layers of fabric a bit more easily. Betweens also come in several sizes (or lengths). You can really use either type of needle for basting and sewing. Both types of needles are available in packs containing many sizes, so you can experiment and see what feels most comfortable to your hands.


	E. Pins and pincushion. For EPP, I recommend appliqué pins (sometimes called sequin pins), which are usually about 12" long, with a sharp point. They are perfect for pinning smaller templates to fabric, and also for pinning appliqué units (as the name suggests). For larger patches and more general machine sewing, you’ll also need some longer glass-head dressmaker pins. And a pincushion is an essential tool for EPP. You’ll find yourself needing to set your hand-sewing needle down frequently; if you can park it in a pincushion, you won’t lose it!

	F. Quilting rulers. These clear plastic rulers have measurement lines all over their surface, which makes them very useful for accurate fabric cutting. Look for rulers with lines in 14" increments. I like to have one 5" square and one 3" × 18" ruler on hand for most EPP projects. If you plan to make quilts, a 6" × 24" ruler also comes in handy.

	G. Rotary cutter. This tool, along with a cutting mat (not shown), helps you quickly cut fabric into shapes for piecing, and is essential for making straight cuts in your finished patchwork. I usually use a 45-mm cutter and an 18" × 24" mat, but larger or smaller sizes will work as well.

	H. Seam ripper. This tool has a pointed end and a little curved blade to help you pick out stitches and undo seams. I recommend using a small seam ripper with a sharp blade, and replacing your seam ripper if it starts getting dull. (Or better yet, save your dull seam ripper, because it’s a great tool for pulling out basting stitches.)

	I. Thimble or hand protection. Everyone tends to hold a needle and thread a little differently, so everyone needs a slightly different solution for protecting their fingers from wear and tear. Some EPPers like a basic metal thimble, worn on the thumb or a finger to help push the needle through fabric and paper. Some prefer a silicone thimble on their index finger to help them grab needles and pull them through layers. And others find that their fingertips are fine, but the pull of thread against the sides of their fingers creates sore spots. These can usually be prevented with a garden-variety adhesive bandage, or you can buy self-adhesive finger pads to stick on just the right spot. (See Resources for more information). If you’re not sure what kind of protection you need, use this highly scientific method to find out: hand-sew for a while and pay attention to where your fingers get sore.


	Iron and ironing board (not pictured). You’ll need to press your finished piecing before and after removing the templates. Use an iron with a steam setting, and a board with plenty of padding.





Optional Tools




	A. Glue stick. Some EPPers aren’t fond of this product, but I love it. Instead of pinning templates to fabric, you can temporarily glue them together. When you’re ready to remove the templates, they’ll peel away from the fabric easily, leaving an invisible residue that washes right out. I’ve experimented with fabric glue sticks and regular office-supply glue sticks, and the results are identical (see Gluing Instead of Pinning).

	B. Standard hole punch. Some EPPers like to punch holes in their templates, as shown in Punching Holes in Your Templates. A regular office-supply model works fine.

	C. Crochet hook. This tool can be handy for removing templates (you can see this in action in pages Punching Holes in Your Templates and Removing Templates without Removing Basting). A smaller size like a U.S. size G/6 (4 mm) will work well.

	D. Low-tack painter’s masking tape. This tape will hold patches together temporarily and won’t leave any residue on fabrics as long as you don’t leave it there too long. Some EPPers like using this tape to help them line up points in their patchwork (as shown in How to Hold Curved Patches for Sewing).

	E. Clips. Some EPPers prefer to hold two patches together with their fingers while they sew. Others like to use some kind of clip. Paper clips and binder clips work well, or Wonder Clips by Clover Needlecraft, which are beautifully suited to the task. (See Resources)

	F. Needle threader. If you find needles hard to thread, pick up one of these inexpensive little lifesavers.

	G. Beeswax or thread conditioner. These products are designed to help thread pass smoothly through fabric and keep it from tangling. Simply pass your thread across the surface, and then run your fingers down the thread a couple of times to distribute the conditioner. (See Resources for more information.)

	H. Metal ruler, craft knife, and cutting mat. If you’re serious about making your own paper templates, these tools come in very handy for accurate cutting.

	I. Removable ink fabric pens. These nonpermanent markers have several uses; you can use them to trace templates onto fabric, make guidelines for cutting, or draw marks to help you line pieces up for sewing. I recommend seeking out the finest-point pens you can find, as these make the most accurate lines. Air-soluble markers are great when the lines you draw only need to last a short time. Water-soluble marker lines will stay put until you moisten them (but never iron over those lines or they’ll become permanent). There are also heat-removable pens on the market that allow you to draw on fabric and remove the marks with your iron. (See Resources)

	Lint roller (not pictured). When you do EPP, you’ll find that your work tends to accumulate a lot of little threads, and so do your clothes. This tool removes them in a jiffy. (The threads, not the clothes.)
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