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Knowing how to stop and start 

while working on a free-motion 

quilting project is key to success. 

Here are some tips from Quilting Arts TV 

host Susan Brubaker Knapp.

The Basics
• Use the hand wheel to control 

placement of the needle in the exact 

spot you want to start quilting.

• Always start by pulling the bobbin 

thread up to the top. (More 

information on this below.)

• Hold the top and bobbin thread tails 

off to the side when you begin sewing.

• Always start with the needle down—

use the hand wheel for precision—for 

the most control of your quilting 

stitches.

• Place your hands on the project, 

creating a hoop-like grip. Hold firmly 

but do not be tense.

• To stop, use 3–4 small stitches rather 

than back stitches.

For ProFessional 
resulTs
Here’s more information on bringing 

your bobbin thread to the top when 

starting and stopping. Longarmers use 

this technique because it’s very difficult 

for them to cut the bobbin thread when 

a quilt is in a frame.

To start
Using the hand wheel for accuracy, put 

the needle down into the fabric, and 

then bring it up to the top and raise the 

presser foot. Pull on the top thread. The 

bobbin thread comes up to the top. Pull 

the bobbin thread completely out, and 

make sure your feed dogs are down.

When you start stitching, hold both the 

top thread and the bobbin thread down 

with one hand, off to the side and out 

of the way of the direction you will be 

stitching. If you don’t do this, the thread 

tails can get sucked in and “burped up” 

on the top. In the first inch, take the 

first 3–4 stitches very close together, but 

not on top of each other. This acts as a 

knot, so you can just cut the threads off 

close to the surface. Gradually increase 

the stitch length until you are stitching 

normally.

To stop
About an inch from where you want 

to stop, gradually decrease the stitch 

length and make 3–4 stitches very close 

together right before you stop. Bring 

the needle up to the highest position, 

and then raise the presser foot. Pull 

the whole quilt toward you about 6", 

dragging the bobbin thread and top 

thread. 

Note: You must have your presser foot 

up when you do this, or you will damage 

your tension discs. 

Loop a finger through the top thread 

to hold on to it. Go back to the spot 

where you took the last stitch, and 

put your presser foot down. Re-insert 

your needle where it came out, and use 

the hand wheel to take one complete 

stitch down into the quilt and back 

up. Making sure your needle is at the 

highest position, raise the presser foot. 

Once again, pull the whole quilt toward 

you about 6", this time while pulling on 

the top thread. The bobbin thread will 

come to the top. Now you can cut both 

the top thread and the bobbin thread at 

the same time, from the top.

This may seem like it takes a lot of extra 

time, but I’ve found that it actually saves 

time because you don’t have to pull your 

quilt out from under the machine and 

flip it over to cut the bobbin thread. 

And after you get in the habit of doing it 

every time, you can do it quite quickly.  

I also think it saves thread!  
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