
As we began to develop the Year of Machine Quilting (YOMQ), we realized that 
it wouldn’t be possible to teach you everything you need to know before you 
actually started to practice. If we tried to do that, you wouldn’t get to quilt until 
December! So in this first chapter, we’ll cover some basics so that you can start 
quilting right away. You’ll have just enough information to be dangerous—in a good 
way. 

As the chapters unfold, we’ll cover more topics in detail so that by the end of the year, you’ll be a well-
educated and thoroughly practiced machine quilter. You’ll be quilting with confidence and we hope you’ll be 
enjoying it. 

Let’s get started!

Refer to Lesson 1 on page 28 of Quiltmaker Jan/Feb ’14. Read the lesson (page 28 and top half of page 
29). 

Find your sewing machine manual. If there is a section on machine quilting, please read it. 

Prepare your sewing machine:
•	 Drop the feed dogs (refer to manual as needed). If your feed dogs do not drop, you have options: 

Set stitch length to zero and/or cover the feed dogs with cardstock or template plastic.  
•	 Thread the top of the machine with quality 50-wt. or 60-wt. thread
•	 Wind a bobbin with a lighter weight thread or a bobbin thread 
•	 Insert a new sewing machine needle
•	 Find and attach a free motion foot (also called a darning foot)
•	 If you have a “needle down” feature, turn it on.

Prepare a practice quilt sandwich about 20” x 20” (using unwanted fat quarters works great, or use muslin):
•	 Lay the backing on a clean flat surface with right side down.
•	 Use masking or painter’s tape along the edges to secure it to the surface. It should be flat and 

smooth but not taut. 
•	 Lay the batting on top of the backing, smoothing it gently with your hands. 
•	 Center the top piece on the batting, right side up. 

Basting Options: 
1. To thread baste, take large stitches (an inch or two long) by hand horizontally across the sandwich, mak-
ing the rows of stitches about 6” apart. Then baste vertically, creating a grid. 

2. If you prefer, use basting spray. Use the spray outdoors or protect nearby surfaces from overspray. Once 
the backing is down smoothly, spray lightly with basting spray. Smooth the batting in place on top of the 
backing. Spray the batting lightly. Smooth the top fabric on top of the batting. 
Untape the backing and smooth it again before quilting.
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Confession: For spray basting a practice sandwich that is 20” or smaller, I don’t tape down my backing. I 
don’t find that it’s necessary. Just make sure everything is nicely smoothed as you go. 

3. Another alternative is to use safety pins. Rust-proof 1” or 1½” pins work best. Place the pins through all 
three layers, placing them about a hands-width apart over the whole sandwich. You’ll need to remove each 
pin as you come to it while quilting, which is one of the drawbacks of using pins. 

Okay!
1. Your machine is set up for free motion machine quilting
2. Your quilt sandwich is ready for quilting

Before you start quilting on the machine, it’s helpful to understand one concept. When we write or draw, 
we’re used to moving a pen or pencil while the paper is stationary. When we machine quilt (which is really 
just drawing with thread), we’re moving the “paper” while the “pen” is stationary. The quilt is like the paper 
and the needle/thread is like the pen. To grasp this idea, have someone lightly hold a pen upright against a 
piece of paper. Practice moving the paper around under the pen to write your name or to draw something 
simple like a tree or a house. Now you understand. 

Keep in Mind: Your first efforts will look sloppy. They won’t be graceful. They will look bad. This is normal. 
Relax and keep going. You’ll improve with practice.

Starting to quilt: Bring the bobbin thread to the top by taking a single stitch, then moving the quilt sandwich 
slightly away from the needle and pulling gently on the top thread. With both threads on top, take a few 
securing stitches in the same spot. Trim away the thread tails. 

Start with the “Wavy Lines” exercise as given on page 29 of Lesson 1. You don’t need to run the machine 
too fast. You can take your time. If you have trouble starting, get the machine going at a medium speed first, 
and then start to move the sandwich at a slow/medium speed under the needle. 

I decided I wanted to try some different things with 
the wavy lines. I made the waves longer, then short-
er. Then I made the waves with steeper sides. 
This is a good time to check your tension. Look at 
the back side. If you can see loops of the top thread, 
you’ll need to tighten the top tension (turn to a 
higher number). If tightening the top tension doesn’t 
help enough, try loosening the bottom tension. This 
is done by turning the small screw (on the side of 
the bobbin case) to the left. Start with one quarter-
turn to the left. Another thing that will often solve 
tension problems is to unthread and rethread both 
the top and bottom. Next: try a lighter weight of 
thread in the bobbin. 
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Now back to quilting. You may need to make another practice 
sandwich. Begin in the same way, but quilt in a pattern like a 
jigsaw puzzle. Quilters call this a stipple or a meander. It will 
look something like this, although when you’re first learning 
of course it will be more irregular: 
 
You can quilt these at any size but for beginners, try mak-
ing the rounded parts about an inch across. Or size them so 
that your index fingertip can fit comfortably inside one of the 
rounded areas. 

The next thing to try is making some loops. First make loops 
in a row. Then try making loops in the opposite direction. And 
finally, combine loops with a meander. 

Practice these designs for 10 to 15 minutes each day until you feel comfortable with them. 

As you practice, jot down questions or problems. Send them to us here: machinequilting@quiltmaker.com. 

When you’re feeling confident, try “Maze” and “Daisy Flower” on page 30 of Lesson 1. You can also find 
more free-motion patterns to practice in books you own or online. Try googling for images of “free motion 
quilt designs” and you’ll instantly have thousands of ideas. 

We can’t stress it enough: Practice, practice, practice. 
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How much time can you realistically practice machine 
quilting in the next few weeks? Here’s an example: I’d 
like to practice machine quilting for 15 minutes four 
times each week. 
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Journal pages and prompts during Quiltmaker’s Year of Machine Quilting

words to describe how I feel about machine 
quilting right now at the very beginning of 
this experience:

3

Getting Down to Brass Tacks

_______________ • _______________ • _______________

After a few practice sessions,  
circle the phrases that apply:

I’m frustrated! 
(Tell us why: machinequilting@quiltmaker.com)

I have improved! 
(Share your success with us: facebook.com/quiltmakermag)

I have questions.
(Email us: machinequilting@quiltmaker.com)

Use this space to draw a meandering stipple: 

Set a Goal:
Do these statements describe you? Highlight words that resonate!

In regard to machine quilting: 

I am uncertain but willing to learn

I am struggling but determined to get it

I am improving  one step at a time

You Can Do It!


