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Introduction to Scraps

For me, even more than
the pattern or colors, the
scraps make the quilt.

Without scraps, a quilt lacks a certain je ne sais
quoi. Perhaps scraps are an indication that the
maker put her heart into the quilt. Perhaps scraps
provide the uniqueness that distinguishes a quilt
from a mere blanket. Perhaps scraps simply make
the quilt more beautiful. Whatever it is about
scraps, it is something I want in my quilts and
something worth talking about.

My first quilt was a scrap
quilt. In fact, it was a box
of scraps that started me

on this 36-year (and counting) quiltmaking odyssey. I had come home from college for Thanksgiving break, but home wasn’t there anymore. My
parents had divorced and moved into houses that
bore little resemblance to what I had left behind
just three months earlier. I no longer had a bedroom—or even my own bed. While I was searching through the stored remnants of my former life,
I came across a box of sewing scraps. I think I
was looking for some thread of continuity in my
life, and here it was. The wrap-around skirt from
eighth grade, a favorite dress, enough shirts with
Peter Pan collars to outfit the Lost Boys: all were
represented in colorful bits of fabric.

I determined to make a scrap
quilt that very weekend.

(And I had everyone sidling along the edges of the
living room while my quilt patches occupied most
of the floor.) Long story short: I don’t believe the
divorce left me scarred; the new house eventually
became home; and that first quiltmaking experience changed my life.
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They may not change your life, but it is clear that

scrap quilts certainly can
tug at the heartstrings.

Even if it was made from fabrics purchased for
the sole purpose of making quilts, a scrap quilt has
extra emotional content based simply on its resemblance to that icon of family history, your grandmother’s (or even somebody else’s grandmother’s)
scrap quilt.
Years ago, when I sold my patchwork at crafts
fairs, I was struck by how many people stopped
to look at my quilts and fondly recall a mother or
grandmother who had made quilts. Even though it
wasn’t their sisters’ school dresses or their mothers’
patient stitches in my quilts,

something in those scrap quilts
spoke of family and love.

I ran out of those old scraps after my first couple
of quilts. (And I wasn’t generating any new scraps
as quiltmaking had pre-empted all of my other
sewing activities.) In those days of double knits
(another reason for the demise of my dressmaking), woven cottons were not easy to come by. You
had to buy it when you found it (or so I convinced
myself ). Before long, I had a little stash going, and
by the time I moved eight years later, the volume
of my stash exceeded that of all my other earthly
possessions put together.

Scrap quilts today are
seldom made from cutting
remnants or salvaged pieces
from old clothes.

Rather, they are made from fabrics collected for
the purpose of making quilts. Even long ago, some
quilters doubtless took pains to assemble the desired mix of colors for their scrap quilts.

Today’s scrap quilt may not evoke memories of
Auntie Em in her apron or Sis in her school dress.
Nevertheless, it invokes images of Mom in her
sewing room surrounded by fabric she has collected with care to reflect her own sensibilities.

Fabrics purchased on trips or
received as gifts take on added
significance for the maker.

This perky blue piece with strawberries brings to
mind the little quilt shop I frequented in Oregon
in the early ’70s. That gold 19th Century reproduction reminds me of a vacation with Steve and the
kids when we stopped in Old Sturbridge Village.
There’s the blue print Steve bought me when we
learned we were expecting our son. And the lilac
and aqua the children so proudly presented to me
for Christmas when they were barely school age.
There are the pieces given to me by a particularly
enjoyable batch of students at a retreat. And the
many fabrics I have purchased at quilt shops I have
visited on road trips all over the country with my
quilting buddies.

Every scrap holds
memories for me.

Even without this connection, I would be drawn
to scrap quilts. They are, quite simply, more interesting than other quilts: more interesting to look at
and more interesting to make.

Nothing else says “quilt”
quite like a scrap quilt.

What do scraps do? They make some parts of
the quilt stand out more than others. This can be
a subtle effect, where areas of stronger contrast or
brighter colors whisper, “I’m unique.” Or the effect
may be profound, where a patch shouts out, “Look
at me!” In any case,

scraps add depth and
nuance to a quilt.

Nobody makes a quilt for want of a blanket
anymore. After all, one day’s work at minimum
wage will pay for a blanket. So why invest the time
and materials to make a quilt? I would venture that
most quilt makers take pride in creating something
beautiful. They quilt for the artistic outlet.

Scrap quilts let you
express yourself more.

When you make a quilt from 35 identical blocks

cut from the same four fabrics, you’re done with
the creative part after the first block. The next 34
blocks are just pushing a needle. When you make
a scrap quilt, you get to savor the creative parts and
prolong the artistic decision making. Throughout
the process of cutting and piecing, you are making
creative choices. Not agonizing choices like which
of your children to rescue from a sinking ship or
whether to order the molten chocolate or the hot
fudge brownie sundae. Just quick, easy, fun choices.
Which patch shall I put next to this one? Shall I
go for another zinger here? With each seam, you
choose fabrics that will work side by side. Each
block is a little different, and you will delight in
seeing how the quilt develops.

With scrap quilts you are
constantly learning.

Not the kind of learning that comes from studying, but the kind that results from happy accidents.
The “I-never-would-have-thought-of-puttingthose-two-fabrics-together-but-my!-don’t-theylook-stunning” kind of learning. If your first block
is a dud, you won’t need to repeat it over and over.
One less-than-perfect block will never be noticed
in a scrap quilt. And you can see what doesn’t work
and do a better job on the next block. Scrap quilts
are the best way I know to grow in your art and
your use of color. If you allow yourself to employ
randomness, even controlled randomness (where
you have veto power) in your scrap placement, you
will stretch yourself. You may find a whole new
direction for your fabric combinations.

Scrap quilts are liberating.

When you use scraps you will never need to worry
about yardage again. You won’t have to choose between settling for making a quilt smaller than you
would like or figuring how to adjust the yardage.
If you run out, you can simply buy a few more fat
quarters to finish the project.

Scraps make quilts personal.

No two scrap quilts are alike. Even if you made
your quilt from a kit, your scrap placement would
inevitably differ from everyone else’s. All of the
little decisions you made will reflect your style.

With scrap quilts you will
have something truly special
to show for your efforts.

Let’s dig into our stashes or hit the quilt shops
and see what wonderful scrap quilts we can create!

5

