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Introduction 
About Kathy and Lynn Barlow

If you would have told me when I was growing up, that I 
would be making my living in the quilting industry, I would 
have thought, “What?”  I always knew that I wanted to 
own my own business, so I am already living that dream, 
but I had no idea of how quilting would impact my life.

As long as I have known Kathy, she has really impressed 
me with her entrepreneurial spirit.  Her dad was a farmer, 
and worked many side jobs to put food on the table.  
Kathy has followed in her father’s footsteps and run many 
successful enterprises.  

For many years  Kathy had the quilting frames that took 
up a whole room.  When she got her first Grace Frame it 
made quilting so much easier.  The next step of getting a 
machine frame was not a hard decision.  Kathy has been 
sewing since she was seven years old, so she has always 
sewn like a banshee.  In all of her ventures, she has been 
very fast and accurate, getting started with machine 
quilting was no exception.  Kathy has a lot of natural 
talent with her sewing abilities, but she also has learned 
that there was no substitute for practice.  She quilted 27 
quilts before she dared to try one for a customer.

Kathy owns a Gammill Classic longarm machine and 
frame.  When she purchased her frame 14 years ago, 
longarm frames were really the only serious frames 
available.  Finding the $10, 000 that she would have to 
invest was really difficult.  After the Gammill People set 
up her frame, she stayed awake nights wondering how 
she was going to pay for the frame.  The pressure was on, 
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lot of pressure on me to not disappoint her.  She indulges 
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thank Kathy for 25 great years of marriage.  I love you 
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so she got started quilting.  There were stumbling blocks 
along the way, but she overcame them and started to 
learn her way around her longarm frame.  

Kathy had the opportunity to take some classes from 
Linda V. Taylor, a noted professional longarm quilter and 
teacher.  Linda lived in Texas at the time, so when she did 
classes in Salt Lake City, Utah, it was worth the $300 or so 
that she had to pay for a day long, hands on class.  Kathy 
took other classes as they would become available, and 
they aren’t cheap!  The quilting classes, plus Kathy’s hard 
work had a profound influence on Kathy’s success as a 
professional quilter.

Kathy has become a favorite quilter for many customers.   
Her reputation as a gifted machine quilter is spreading all 
across the nation.  She now quilts for people all around 
the world. Kathy has a knack for knowing what should go 
where on a quilt.  Placement is such an important part of 
having your quilts turn out as something special and not 
just look like something you would find in some budget 
motel. 

Lynn attended Utah State University and graduated in 
1996 with a degree in business information systems.  After 
several jobs he got a job selling computers for Gateway 
Computers.  The things he learned while there really 
helped Kathy and Lynn with building up KathyQuilts.com 
to its current level of success.

Kathy and Lynn joined with Mike Carlsen from the Bernina 
Store in Logan Utah. Together they found a niche that 
was just waiting to be filled.  KathyQuilts.com has a great 
reputation for offering the best customer service out of 
any of the dealers that offer products from the Grace 

Company.  
 
Kathy and Lynn have been selling Grace Frames for over 
15 years and the Grace Company has played a major 
part in their success.  When Kathy or Lynn had design 
ideas or features they wanted incorporated in the quilting 
frames, the Grace Company would listen and make the 
ideas work on their frames.  We will only sell Grace Frames 
because they really are the best frames that we have 
found.

Kathy does the quilting and is the quilting expert.  Lynn is 
over sales and support of the items sold on KathyQuilts.
com.  

We are having a wonderful time working with thousands 
of wonderful quilters around the globe.  Kathy and I want 
to thank you for being a part of the Kathy Quilts family.

Kathy and Lynn live in Utah.  They spend most of their 
time raising their six children, working on remodeling their 
110 year old house, and sometimes finding time to write 
quilting ‘how to’ books.

New in this edition
With changing technologies come new advances in 
how we can share information.  Since the first release of 
Machine Quilting Magic in 2009 iPads and other tablet 
readers have become more affordable and available.  
This edition of Machine Quilting Magic has some video 
clips available that help to show rather than tell how to 
accomplish certain tasks on a machine frame.  Because 
of the size of the video files it is necessary to limit the 
number of video clips to a few of the most important 
clips.  This videos can be found at the end of this book.  
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Now a quick note about what devices you can reqd 
this book on.  This is an Adobe Acrobat file which means 
that any device that can display PDF files can be used to 
read this book.  The videos will not play in some of those 
devices like an iPad.  We are working to make those video 
clips available through other means.  Many of our video 
clips are available for viewing on www.youtube.com/
kathyquilts.  Click on this link to visit our YouTube channel.  
You need to have an internet connection to be able to 
follow these hypertext links.

How to use this book
 

Electronic books or eBooks, are a great way to learn 
because anyone with a computer can read the books.    
If you are reading this, then you already have Adobe 
Acrobat Reader installed on your computer so loading 
the book is easy.  The way you read and view the images 
in this book can change your whole experience with 
“Machine Quilting Magic”  

I really like reading the eBooks in Adobe Acrobat because 
it helps the reader to get the information they need 
very easy to find.  If you want to find the word “Needle”, 
type in the word needle in the search box at the top of 
the screen, it will find the next occurrence of “Needle”.  
Use the search function to keep stepping through the 
book until you find what you are looking for.  Make your 
computer do the work for you.  Don’t be afraid to learn 
how to use Adobe Acrobat.  It will really help you get the 
most out of this book in a shorter period of time.

Another really nice thing about reading Machine Quilting 
Magic on your computer is that you can enlarge the 
page 400 or 500 percent.  This also lets you see the detail 

in pictures up close.  I suggest adjusting the page for the 
size text that is comfortable for you to read.  You can 

always adjust it to make it larger or smaller.  

The pictures in this book are high resolution so you can 
zoom in and see better detail.  There is nothing worse 
than having pictures that are totally worthless because 
you can’t see the image clearly.  Zoom in on the pictures 
as much as you can.  On some of the pictures, you can 
zoom in 400 or 500 percent and see the stitching on the 
quilts.

There are some other really cool features that you might 
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want to try, but if you mess up the menus or the tool bars, 
just close the program and open it up again and they 
should be reset.

The Table of Contents in this book lists the different 
subjects and chapters.  If you click on the page number 
you want to go toor the topic, it will take you right to that 
page.  It really makes finding the information you want a 
lot easier.  

Computers use as learning tools are so awesome!  The 
internet is such helpful in finding information.  We have 
so much information available right at our fingertips. I am 
thankful to all the millions of hours people have put into 
making life so much easier for all of us with the technology 
that we benefit from.

Product sources

Most of the products we mention are available for sale at 
KathyQuilts.com.  We don’t want this to be a cheap way 
to con you into purchasing things from our web site, but 
we do what you to be able to order items that will help 
you to become a better quilter.

To help you get more information about products there 
are clickable links that you can follow. If you see a box 
around key words, then it is clickable.  Visit KathyQuilts.
com to veiw all the products we sell.

Glossary of terms

Arm Length - Arm length, throat length, and harp are all 
related terms.  Usually when you discuss how large your 
machine is, you are referencing the measurement to the 
right of the machine needle.

Belly Bar - The frame rails or poles that are closest to you 
when you stand in front of your frame.

Carriage
The upper and lower carriage assembly is where the 
sewing machine rides on a machine frame.

Domestic (Home Sewing Machine) -  Any sewing machine 
that is made for general sewing in the home market.  We 
often refer to these as shortarm machines.  This includes 
machines with 10 inches or less of throat length.  These 
machines usually run at 700 to 800 stitches per minute.  
The Juki TL-2010Q has a nine-inch throat.  It can do 1500 
stitches per minute.  Very nice for use on shortarm frames.

Floating a Quilt Top - Floating the top means the quilt 
back may be pinned to the take up rail, but the quilt top 
and batting are either pinned or sewn to the back.

Frame Backside - Side that holds the sewing machine 
carriage or table side of your frame.  When you are using 
pantograph patterns or template guides, you will quilt 
from the back of the frame.  When you pin on a quilt, you 
will pin the quilt to the take up rail from the back side of 
the frame.

Frame Front - The front of the quilting frame will be the one 
that allows you to be the closest to the sewing machine 

http://kathyquilts.com
http://kathyquilts.com
http://www.kathyquilts.com/Juki-Sewing-Machines/
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needle.   You can see your quilt best from this side of the 
frame.  

Harp - The harp of a sewing machine is the area inside 
that is to the right side of the needle.  The larger the harp, 
the easier it is to work on larger quilts, and larger quilt 
blocks.  Most domestic sewing machines have a fairly 
small harp.

Leaders - Strips of fabric that attach to the frame rails 
(poles.) The quilt gets pinned to these leaders.

Longarm Machine - Machine head made to ride on a 
machine frame.  Larger than domestic sewing machines.  
These are generally made with over 18 inches of throat 
space.  These are usually found on commercial machine 
frames.  These are much faster than a home sewing 
machine because these are commercial machines.

Midarm Machine - Machine head made to ride on a 
machine frame.  Head usually has between 15 to 18 
inches of throat length.

Pantograph Pattern or Panto - These are patterns that 
you use a stylus or laser to trace along a pattern.  These 
patterns are usually on long rolls of paper.   These are 
usually on the back side of the frame on most machine 
quilting frames.

Quilt Back Rail - The rail that you roll the quilt back on 
when loading a quilt on the frame. 

Quilt Top Rail - The rail that you roll the quilt top on when 
loading a quilt on the frame. 

Shortarm Machine - Any domestic machine will usually 
fall into this category.  There are stretched machines that 
have a longer throat space, but they are still considered 
shortarm machines. 

Shortarm Machine Quilting Frames -  Machine Frames that 
are designed to hold either domestic or midarm sewing 
machine heads.

Speed Control -   Speed controls replace the foot pedal 
of your sewing machine and with a box that has some 
sort of knob and buttons to control the speed of the 
machine.  These speed controls only speed up or slow 
down your machine.  They don’t control your stitch length 
when quilting on a machine frame.  The stitch length is 
regulated by how fast the machine is running and the 
speed with which you move the frame carriage.

Stitch Regulator - When machine quilting, controlling the 
speed of your machine is very important.  If your machine 
is running too fast, and you move the carriage too slowly, 
you will have very small stitches.  Stitch Regulators, like 
the Grace SureStitch, have a brain that determines the 
speed of your sewing machine by how fast you move the 
carriage.  If you speed up, it will speed up, you slow down, 
the machine slows down.  This helps to give you even 
stitches.

Take Up Rail - One of at least three frame rails that the 
completed quilt rolls up on as you complete each row.  

Throat Length - The throat of a sewing machine is 
measured from the needle to the right.  That area is also 
called the harp.   If you are quilting on a shortarm frame, 
you will need at least six inches of throat or arm length.
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Lesson One

Basics of Your Machine Frame

Machine quilting frames

Longarm machine frames have been around for many 
years.  They are usually expensive and take up a lot of 
room.  Most people that own longarm frames quilt for 
a living or have deeper pockets than most of us.  The 
“Home Machine Quilting” market has recently exploded 
with many major frame manufacturers making frames to 
be used with home sewing machines. 

If you have or want to buy a machine frame that you can 
use your domestic sewing machine on then this book is for 
you.  This book is written for anyone that owns a machine 
frame,  but since there are a lot of good books available 
about machine quilting, we will focus on shortarm 
machine frame quilting.

Most domestic sewing machines are considered 
“Shortarm Machines.”  The space on the right side of your 
sewing machine’s needle is called the harp.  The arm 
length is the distance of the bed measured to the right of 
the needle.  You really need to have at least six inches to 
the right of the needle, to successfully use your machine 
on a machine frame.  

Many of these shortarm frames are sold with sewing 
machines that have a nine-inch throat.  In most cases, 
you can use your own sewing machine, but the machines 
that have the larger nine-inch throat have some distinct 
advantages over conventional sewing machines.  

These nine-inch throat machines are real work horses that 
can run at 1500 or 1600 stitches per minute.  That sounds 
really fast, but after you have quilted for a while, it won’t 
seem that fast.  The Juki 2010Q, Brother 1500, Janome 
1600, Viking Mega Quilter, Pfaff Grand Quilter are some 
of the more popular machines for machine quilting on 
shortarm frames.  They are compatible with available 
speed controls or stitch regulators.  

Some of these machine frames allow you to put the foot 
pedal right on the carriage, but others require a speed 
control or stitch regulator which replaces you needing 
to use your foot pedal with the sewing machine.  If you 
need a speed control or stitch regulator, then it cuts down 
the number of compatible machines.  Many of these 
machines are a Straight Stitch Only machine, which is 
great because that’s all you’ll need for quilting.  It doesn’t 
mean that you can’t use these machines for regular 
sewing though.   They are great machines for piecing a 
quilt or sewing a garment, but they are just for straight 
stitching.  

The Juki TL-2010Q is the machine we sell at KathyQuilts.
com.  We like it because it has a large enough throat 
to do just about any quilt you can do on a shortarm 
machine frame.  It is fast, and the stitching is beautiful.  It 
runs smoothly which, cuts down on vibration.  The more 
vibration you feel in your hand, the quicker you will fatigue 
and need to stop quilting.  The Juki TL-2010Q is totally 
awesome for people that don’t want to spend a ton of 
money, but want the most bang for their buck!

Over the years, we have sold thousands of quilting frames.  
We support all of our customers for as long as they own 
their frames.  We feel if they get the right training, they 

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Grace-Speed-Control.html
http://www.kathyquilts.com/Grace-SureStitch-Stitch-Length-Regulator-for-machine-quilting.html
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will be happy with their frames, and tell other people 
about KathyQuilts.com.  We have helped with many 
different situations, but there are some reoccurring topics 
that newbies struggle with the most.  In this eBook we 
want to cover these topics in depth and make sure you 
understand the basic operations of your machine frame 
as well as what to do after you get your quilt loaded.

Differences between short and longarm frames

The main difference is simple to see, the length of the 
throat of the machine.  Shortarm frames were designed 
for people that were rolling their quilt up and fighting 
to move it under the arm of their domestic machine.  
Shortarm frames are a huge improvement over the old, 
“Throw it over your shoulder” method of quilting.   With 
these quilting frames, you are able to make the sewing 
machine move over the quilt instead of tugging and 
pushing the quilt underneath the needle of your stationary  
machine.  

With a shortarm frame, you will need to watch how large 
of a quilt you are doing, and the size of your quilting motif.   
It can be annoying rolling the quilt every other minute, so 
you need to figure out how to maximize your time.  

Kathy says that the best way to quilt, is to start at one end 
of your frame and quilt every thing you can as you move 
to the opposite end of the frame.  Don’t be tempted to 
complain about what your frame doesn’t do.  Be happy 
that you will be able to finish your quilts yourself.  It might 
seem like you are using a tablespoon to dig a ditch 
instead of a shovel, but if you can still dig, go for it!

One time saving tip that will save you some time is to 
load your quilt on sideways.  If your quilt is longer than it is 
wide, load the long edge on the frame rail, if the rails are 
long enough.  You will have a longer row that you can 
quilt, and you will have to roll your quilt fewer times.  This 
technique is one reason it is nice to have the Gracie King, 
because it sets up to king size.

If you haven’t bought a frame yet, you will be money 
ahead by purchasing a frame that will have the 
capability of doing more than you ever expect.  If you are 
doing a queen size quilt that is 96” wide, it will be too large 
for a Gracie Queen.  Having that extra room can really 
come in handy when working with larger quilts.  

Always look for time saving steps.  Don’t be afraid to try 
something out that you might think will be innovative.  If it 
doesn’t work, so what?   It is your frame, learn to exploit it 
anyway you can.  Make it work for you.  There are plenty 
of people that thought they had to have a longarm frame 
because a shortarm is too small, and now those frames 
are collecting dust.  You can smile and remember that 
they spent a lot more on their frame than you did.

Removable leaders

The Grace Company developed a cool way for leaders 
to attach to your frame rails. The Fabri-Fast leader system 
uses clear tubing to hold the fabric leader in the frame 
rail.  Since this channel is INSIDE the rail, there isn’t any 
extra bulk added like with Velcro or zippered leaders.  
This is similar to the way a screen is held in a screen door.  
Those guys at the Grace Company are pretty clever.
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Foldable and storable

Many of these shortarm frames are able to be broken 
down and stored.  This is a huge benefit for those that 
don’t have room to store a longarm frame that has to 
stay right where you put it.  Some of the longarm frames 
have casters now, but they are still huge frames that don’t 
break down into smaller pieces to store away.  

Make sure your frame is level

This might seem like it isn’t a big deal, but some really 
bad things can happen if your frame isn’t level.  Use the 
longest level you can find to lay on your frame and make 
sure it is level.  There have been people that have placed 
their sewing machine on the frame and it has rolled off 
the table onto the floor while they weren’t watching.  I 
would suggest a six or four foot level.  Check the level 
from several places on your frame.  Sideways, too.   If 
your frame has foot levelers, they are there for micro 
adjustment to  fine tune your frame and make sure the 
table is as level as possible.

If you don’t have a long level, you can see if your sewing 
machine drifts in any direction when you let go of the 
handle.  Try this in several spots along frame and see if it 
drifts when you let go.  Adjust the foot levelers to get your 
frame perfectly level.

Make sure your frame is straight

This is another thing that happens far more often than it 
should.  These frames have quite a bit of play in them so it 
is easy to get them tweaked and not aligned properly.  If 
you already have your frame set up, have someone roll 

the carriage from one end to the other while you watch 
from the end of the frame.  The carriage needs to travel 
down the track in a straight line.  If you see it isn’t straight, 
you need to loosen the bolts that hold the table and 
move the table to try and get it aligned properly.  This is 
much easier if you haven’t assembled the frame yet, but 
with some work you can get it straightened out.

If you notice that you have a frame rail that will just fall out 
because it seems like the rail is too short, then you need 
to  check the other rails.  Are they really hard to turn?  
This problem is an indicator that the frame may not be 
aligned properly.  If you find you have this situation, loosen 
the frame at the ends of where the legs of the frame 
attach to the table.  You will need to have one person on 
each end of the frame to push in where the rail would fall 
out, and at the same time, pull out where the rails were 
binding up.  It doesn’t take a lot of tweaking to get it 
aligned.

The importance of frame height

Getting the proper frame height for you machine frame 
is more or less a trial and error task.  If you can find that 
sweet spot, where its height is just perfect, it will really 
make your quilting experience a much more pleasant 
one.  It really surprises me how many people have their 
frame height set too low.  They hunch over their frame, 
and end up with the backache from you know where!  

When setting your frame height you might be limited 
to what your frame was designed to do.  The Grace 
Company has Height Adjustable Leg Extension for most 
of their machine frames, but if your frame doesn’t include 
a way to raise it, you might have to cut some blocks or 
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something to make risers.  There are risers made for raising 
beds, but it is hard to find them at all the different heights 
you might want to try.  Wal-Mart has a set that will lift a 
bed 3, 5 or 8 inches.  The set was $17.88 for the whole set.  
You might have to buy two sets to have enough for all 
the legs of your frame.  If you do have to make some sort 
of shims, just make sure that you don’t compromise the 
stability of your frame.  If your frame has  optional height 
adjusters, it would be wise to get them since your frame 
was engineered to be raised with them.

Once you have the frame set up, it is time to see if you 
need to raise it.  Unless you are of short stature, chances 
are you will need to raise your frame at least a little.   You 
should be able to quilt without having to hunch over your 
frame.  If you don’t have an unobstructed view of the 
sewing machine needle when freehand quilting, then you 
need to raise the frame.  Another important consideration 
is how comfortable it is to grip the carriage handles.  If the 
handles are at an uncomfortable angle, try raising your 
frame a few inches.  It took Kathy four or five tries to get 
her frame at just the right height.  

Ask yourself these questions:
• Can you see what you are quilting?  
• Is your body position a natural one?  
• Do you feel like a contortionist when you quilt?  
• Remember if it doesn’t feel comfortable now, it won’t 

feel any better after hours of quilting.

It can be a pain having to adjust your frame several times, 
but in the end, it will really help the quality of your quilting.  
Take into consideration how well you feel when quilting.

Setting your sewing machine on the frame

You have two options when you slide your machine from 
the front or the back of the carriage.  There are some 
differences between carriages, so try either method until 
you find the way it goes in the easiest.  

Start out with the machine in the middle of the carriage.  If 
you need to, slide it forward until it seems to work the best.  
If you notice more vibration, slide the machine back until 
the vibration isn’t noticeable.

Get to know your frame

There are a lot of machine frame owners that don’t know 
much about their frames.  One really important thing that 
you should know is the direction you should quilt in.  When 
you are first starting out on a new quilt, if you are freehand 
quilting, where you are watching the needle, you need 
to stand in the front of your frame.  Again, the front is the 
side of the frame where you are closest to the machine 
needle where your stomach can touch the quilt.  Start on 
the left end of the frame and work toward the right end 
of the frame.   So if you are in the back of your frame, you 
will do the exact opposite.  Work from the right to the left.  
Sewing machines are made to have fabric run through 
them in a ‘forward’ direction, with the fabric feeding 
through them as if you were sewing a seam.  And not in a 
‘reverse’ direction as if you were backing up.  The tension 
on your seam will be smoother if you try to run across your 
quilt in this ‘forward’ direction.  Yes, you can still makes 
loops, stars, flowers, and leaves, but always start from the 
left and work your way across your quilt to the right side if 
you are quilting an overall design.
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Many times you will see pictures on the internet where 
it shows a laser or a pattern where people are working 
from the opposite end of where they should be.  Sewing 
machines are designed for the hook to pick up the 
bobbin thread.  If you are quilting in the opposite direction 
of how I just explained, no one is going to arrest you or 
haul you off to jail.  The problem is your thread is more 
likely to break if you are moving in that general direction.  
When your design or template requires you to move in 
the wrong direction, pay close attention and see if your 
thread breaks more.

The main things when using your frame is to be consistent.  
Every time you try something new, try only one new thing 
at a time so that if you have disastrous results, you will 
know what you did wrong.  Keep trying new things, but 
take it slow so you don’t get totally lost.

Your sewing machine

Will My Machine Work? When you were purchasing your 
machine frame, one of the most important questions you 
needed to ask was whether your sewing machine would 
work on the machine frame or would you need to get 
a new one?  If your machine doesn’t include or do any 
of the following, then you might need to find another 
machine.  

• Your machine has a hopping foot, freehand quilting 
foot or darning foot.  Some machines have a built in 
walking foot, like Pfaff sewing machines.  

• The presser foot lever is behind the needle.  There are 
some machines that locate the presser  foot lever 
where it will get in the way of your quilt as it rolls up 
inside the arm of your sewing machine.  That space 

inside the arm of your machine is limited.  If you can 
raise the presser foot because your quilt is in the way, 
you might need to look at a new machine.

• The bobbin loads from the top.  This can be really 
annoying when you need to change the bobbin and 
the quilt frame take up rail is in the way.

• Your machine has an embroidery module hooked to 
it that is not removable.  There is a limited amount of 
space on these frame carriages the machine sits on.  
If the machine is over 10 inches from front to back, it 
might not fit.  The front is the side with all the knobs, and 
controls.  You face it when doing regular sewing.

• It has a foot pedal.  The foot pedal is necessary for 
several of the machine frames to control the speed of 
your sewing machine.

Sewing Machine - I want to say a little more about the 
sewing machine you want to use on your frame.  There 
are a lot of fancy machines like the Juki TL-2010Q or the 
Janome 1600.  They are really nice but if you don’t have 
the budget for a nine-inch or longer throat machine, 
don’t give up.  You should be able to use your trusty 
machine that you have had for years.  If you are looking 
at buying a new machine, a word of advice would be to 
get a machine like the Juki TL-2010Q if you want to keep 
your machine under $1000.  We have found the Juki to 
be very reliable over the long haul, and great quilting 
machine if you take care of it and learn how to use it.  

Feed Dogs - Since you will need to move your machine 
in many different directions as you quilt, you will need to 
either drop your feed dogs or cover them when you are 
quilting.  The feed dogs are made to pull the fabric from 
the front to the back of your sewing machine.  They are 
not necessary when quilting, so drop them if your machine 
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has a lever.    

The feed dogs control the stitch length when you use your 
sewing for regular sewing.  Since you will have the feed 
dogs dropped while quilting, you should set your sewing 
machine stitch length to its lowest setting.  It doesn’t really 
matter, but people get confused, so just turn the stitch 
length to zero. 

Quilting Foot - You will need a quilting or darning foot for 
your machine.  This will make stitching in any direction 
easier.  This is the only foot you can use when you are 
quilting on a machine frame.  If you don’t have one, 
contact KathyQuilts.com for recommendations.  Since 
you have to drop the feed dogs, you cannot use a 
walking foot or any other presser feet except for a 
freehand quilting foot.  

If your machine has an adjustment for the presser foot 
tension, like on the Juki TL-2010Q, set it to zero.  There may 
be times when you need more pressure on your quilt, but 
you will need to do this on a quilt by built basis.

Bobbins - If you don’t have a lot of bobbins, it can be 
difficult to stop and wind a bobbin when you are in the 
middle of a quilt.  You will have to get a feel for how 
many bobbins to wind before you start quilting.  It all 
depends upon how heavy you are quilting your quilt.  
Some machines will wind bobbins while you sew, but most 
have to be wound before your start.  External bobbin 
winders are really helpful when you don’t know how 
many bobbins to wind ahead of time.  It is best if you use 
the same color thread in the bobbin as you do on top 
of your quilt.  The problem can be that if you are using a 
lighter color, the bobbin can be pulled through and it can 

look horrible depending upon what your top looks like.  
Sometimes you have to just play with it to get it just right.

Your bobbin tension should be set so that the tension 
isn’t too tight.   Do the bobbin case “Drop Test” over a 
carpet floor.  You should hold the bobbin in the bobbin 
case like it is a Yo-Yo.  The bobbin shouldn’t drop at 
all until you give it a little flick of your wrist.  The bobbin 
case should drop about 12 inches and stop.  Check your 
sewing machine manual to see how to adjust the bobbin 
case tension.  There are usually one or two screws on the 
bobbin case.  One of those adjusts the tension.  Be careful 
to make sure how to make the adjustment before doing 
it.  This is really an important adjustment, that you need 
to learn how to make.  Don’t be afraid to learn important 
adjustments that you will need to make.  Each quilt is 
different, so the tension will vary from quilt to quilt.  If you 
learn how to make these adjustments, you will be much 
more confident when the thread tension seems to mess 
up.  Please refer to your sewing machine’s user manual.

Thread - There are a lot of different types of thread.  There 
is 100% cotton, polyester or cotton poly blends.  Give them 
all a try until you find some that you like.  This is really like 
Chevys, Fords or Dodges.  If you use higher quality thread, 
you will find that they all work pretty well.  Don’t just take 
one person’s advice, try several brands to find out if you 
like one better than another.  Thread is another item 
where it is very important not to go cheap.  Remember 
the thread holds everything together.

Cone thread costs more, but you get more for your 
money.  If you are going to use just a little bit of that 
thread it might not be worth buying a whole cone.  800 
meter spools are a great way to go.  If you notice, the top 
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of a cone is tapered.  That means that the thread should 
feed directly off the top of the cone.  Spools are made 
to spin as you use them.  If your sewing machine has a 
thread stand, use it with cones, and with spool thread, 
have it thread directly into the tension.  Cone thread and 
spool thread has a different twist to the thread.  If you 
have spool thread come directly off the top of the spool, 
it adds an extra twist in the thread.  Your quilts will work 
better if you don’t have that extra tension on your thread.

Machine Needles - It is important to use needles that will 
hold up to the quilting you will be doing.  If you use too 
small of a needle, the hole the needle punches through 
your quilt might not be big enough.  This can cause the 
thread to either shred or you might skip stitches because 
the bobbin thread does not get picked up.  Another 
problem with using needles that are too small is that 
many times they will break more easily.  As you move the 
carriage of your machine frame around, you can have 
your needle deflect and break.  Sometimes this actually is 
caused by your sewing machine not running fast enough 
or you are moving the carriage too fast.  Size 14, 16 or 
18’s are what we usually recommend to our customers.  
These needles are stiffer and break less often than smaller 
needles.  We really like Schmetz Universal machine 
needles as they are very consistent and solid performers 
when used with machine quilting.

Sharps compared to Ballpoint - Use sharps when you are 
doing regular cotton quilts.  Sharps punch through the 
fabric, and ballpoint push the fabric aside.  If you are 
quilting on a really loose weave fabric ballpoint works 
well, but sharps are better for higher quality quilting fabric.

Changing Needles - Some professional quilters will tell 

you to change your needle before you begin each new 
project.  You should change the needle only when you 
feel the needle is getting dull.  If you hear a popping 
noise, there might be a burr on the needle.  If you see the 
batting is poking through, mostly occurs on the back, but 
sometimes on the top, then try changing your needle.  

Be careful to make sure you have the needle all the way 
in its proper position.  If it hangs down to much, it will throw 
your timing off.

Top and Bottom Thread Tension - There will be times when 
your top and bottom tension look great, then BAM!  It 
starts to mess up.  What happened?  The problem could 
be as easy as a small piece of lint in the bobbin case, the 
top tension assembly or your thread has come out of the 
tension disks.  It is amazing how such a small thing as a 
piece of thread, lint or dust can cause your tension to go 
all whacky!

If you dust off and blow out the bobbin area, and the 
top tension part that the thread is threaded through 
frequently, it will help to reduce the occurrences of bad 
tension problems.   Using a small paint brush or caned air 
can save you a trip to the repair shop.

Sewing off your machine

If your sewing machine requires oiling, make sure you oil 
it every two to three hours of use.  When you are quilting, 
your machine will run at a high speed for long periods 
of time.  Friction can wear your machine out in a much 
shorter time than if you were doing regular sewing.  Oiling 
your machine will help all the moving parts to move better 
with less friction.  Sewing machines are expensive so take 
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care of yours.  You don’t want it to break down in the 
middle of a project.  

After you have oiled your machine, you will want to have 
a small “sew off” piece of fabric that you can sew on to 
make sure no oil gets on your heirloom quilt that is on your 
frame.  This pre-quilting ritual should be done as far from 
your quilt as you can roll it.  And by the way, you should 
never leave your machine parked with the needle in the 
quilt for extended periods of time, you might get oil on 
the quilt.  It’s a good idea to park your frame carriage off 
to the side of your frame.  Another reason to park your 
machine off to the side is that you will be able to do your 
daily maintenance, and sew it off while it is parked by the 
side of your frame.

Oiling the Bobbin Race - Most of the parts of your sewing 
machine only need to be oiled once a day or before 
you are going to use your machine.  The bobbin area 
generates a lot of heat.  You need to oil the bobbin race 
about every two hours of quilting.  If you use a long spout 
oil bottle, it makes getting the oil in the right place a lot 
easier.  

Each time you change a bobbin, take a few seconds 
and clean out the bobbin area.  Always clean the bobbin 
area before oiling it.  Lint is the enemy!  Take the time to 
keep your machine as clean as possible.  I can’t stress 
enough how important this is.

Make sure your needle is in the top position before 
removing your bobbin case.  Manually work the hand 
wheel of your machine and watch the hook rotate 
around the bobbin race.  Put a drop of oil at the seven 
o’clock position.  Rotate the hand wheel a few times to 

spread the oil all 
over the bobbin 
race area.  
Some people 
will use their 
index finger and 
spread the oil 
all around the 
bobbin race 
area.  It doesn’t 
hurt to get a 
little oil on the 
center post in 
the bobbin race 
assembly.

What oil should I use?  Using good machine oil will help 
to keep your sewing machine running in top form.  We 
like the oil that comes in the long metal spout oil bottles.  
Follow the oiling recommendations of your sewing 
machine manufacturer.  This isn’t something that you can 
neglect if you want your machine to last for years.  Click 
here for more  recommendations on machine oil.

Sewing Off Your Machine - Take a small piece of batting 
sandwiched between two pieces of fabric.  Run your 
sewing machine without moving the handles.  Take your 
small sew off quilt and move it around in a circular motion 
or in any direction until you are convinced that you will 
not get any oil on your quilt.  Take a moment to check out 
the stitches on your sew off piece.  Make sure they look 
good.  If you are having problems with your sew off piece, 
then it isn’t going to get any better on your quilt. When 
you start quilting on your project quilt, take a moment to 
make sure the stitches look good.  If your sew off piece 

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Long-Spout-Sewing-Machine-Oiler.html
http://www.kathyquilts.com/Long-Spout-Sewing-Machine-Oiler.html
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is different fabric or batting than your quilt is, then your 
stitches might look good on the sew off piece, but not on 
your project quilt.

A clean frame is a happy frame

To make sure your machine frame will last a long time and 
work at top performance,  there are a few housekeeping 
procedures that you will want to keep in mind each time 
you go to quilt.

Clean Your Frame’s Tracks and Wheels - Make sure to dust 
off the tracks of your machine frame.  There will always 
be dust present in your quilting room.  As that dust settles 
on your frame’s tracks, it gets compressed and creates 
little bumps or little black spots.  The longer you wait to 
clean your tracks, as these bumps grow, the smoothness 

of your frame slowly becomes more jerky.  It is harder to 
get the carriage to roll smoothly.  Machine quilting is hard 
enough without your equipment not functioning correctly.  
Use a dust free piece of material or anything that will let 
you clean the dust particles off.  If you get lazy, it will be 
harder to get the dust bugs off of your tracks.  Don’t use 
liquid cleaners, just a tissue or paper towel.  The cleaner 
you keep your tracks the easier it is to clean them. 

The wheels will also pick up thread and lint.  Just like with 
the tracks, you need to keep an eye on the wheels.  Look 
to see it there is any thread that the wheels have picked 
up.  If you keep the wheels clean, the quality of your 
quilting will be much better.  If you do find little specks 
of debris building up on your wheels, be careful not to 
scratch the wheels.  Preventative maintenance is always 
easier than if you neglect your frame.  You have a lot of 
money invested in your quilting system, keep it clean.  

When you are quilting, there will be times you need to 
cut the thread.  You need to have a place to put those 
threads so they don’t end up winding up in your wheels.   
Kathy wears an apron when she quilts.  She sticks the 
clipped threads just below her left shoulder.  It keeps 
those nasty threads from gumming up her machine or the 
carriage wheels.

You should also dust your whole frame off periodically.  
You don’t want to have any dirt or dust show up on your 
quilt.

Dust Your Sewing Machine Off- This applies more to 
machines that you need to oil before every use, but there 
is always oil in the air as your machine is stitching like a 
Banshee.  The cleaner your quilting frame, machine, and 
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work area are, the better results you will get when you 
quilt.  Your sewing machine will last longer as well.  It is 
very important to wipe down the table to make sure there 
isn’t any oil or lint.  Many quilters will have a cloth diaper 
or something that can catch any oil that might have 
dripped down over night.  Most of the Grace Frames have 
a piece of plastic or wood that will catch the oil,  but you 
will want to check to make sure there isn’t a oily build up.  
Dust will collect on that and make a real mess.  

Parking Your Sewing Machine - When you are finished 
quilting for the day or won’t be using your frame for an 
extended period of time, always park your machine at 
the very end of your frame.  Either end will do.  The tracks 
on some machine frames will dimple from the weight of 
the machine and can mess up your quilting when you roll 
over that dimpled section.   

Tool Box - Keep your tools close at hand.  It can be really 
frustrating when you want to change a needle or oil your 
machine, and you can’t find the tool you are looking for.  

Being Organized - Quilting on a machine frame isn’t all 
that hard, but your experience will be so much better 
if you are organized.  It is so important that you try new 
things.  Don’t rely upon other people to tell you what 
to do.  It is important to listen to what other people are 
saying about quilting, but take their techniques and make 
them your own.  Just because someone does something 
one way, doesn’t mean that you can’t find a better way.  
If you are willing to fail, then you will have much more 
success.  Be like Thomas Edison, and find a thousand ways 
to make a light bulb that doesn’t work.  Depending upon 
your situation, you will want some sort of storage container 
for your tools and quilting supplies.

Lesson Two

Getting everything set up
After you have set up your frame, you might be tempted 
to load that quilt that you spent so much time piecing, 
and have at it!  If you will take some time and finish 
the next two chapters of this book, you will be better 
prepared to work on that prized quilt.  Just don’t quilt 
Grandma’s Heirloom or that fine applique quilt that has 
taken you years to finish for your very first quilt.

Always do a test quilt first.  This first quilt can just be fabric 
that you have laying around that you know you’ll never 
use again or some muslin.  You’ll learn so much about 
your frame and how you quilt with this first test quilt.  

As you read through this chapter, decide which things 
really apply to you, and which tools you really need and 
may not need.  Kathy acquired most of these things over 
a period of time, but they are all things she uses on a daily 
basis.  You can always call us if you need help.  (888)826-
0222

You want to have everything that you will need close at 
hand so you don’t have to keep stopping to find your 
glasses, a drink of water or whatever.  If you plan ahead 
your time quilting will be much more productive.  Getting 
into a rhythm or a groove will help your quilts turn out so 
much nicer.  Some people like music that helps them to 
move with more fluidity.  As you are learning to use your 
frame, one of the biggest helps is choosing a time to quilt 
when you will not have a lot of interruptions.  Quilting is a 
lot like having a great thought, and if you get interrupted, 
you might lose that thought all together.
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Recommended tools and supplies

The following items can be very useful.  Without some 
of them, machine quilting can be a chore.  Remember 
that quilting should be fun.  If you find it isn’t fun, then  
pretend it is fun and finish some quilts.  The more you finish, 
the easier it will become.  Every now and then, reflect 
upon where you started when you first got your frame, 
and where you have progressed to.  It will give you the 
encouragement you need to press on, and become a 
more accomplished machine quilter.

Apron - Kathy wears an apron when she is quilting.    We 
suggest you use something that will protect your clothing, 
and have pockets for you to keep tools in.  It’s amazing 
how many shirts can get ruined by leaning against a dirty 
rail or rolling your wheels over a shirt tailor even catching 
your stomach on the pins at the very end of a quilt.  Make 
sure your apron has large enough pockets so you can 
keep the tools you need close at hand right where you 
can find them.  

Thread Catcher - Some professional quilters will use a 
piece of batting pinned to their apron to catch threads.  
Kathy just puts the thread on the shoulder of her apron.  
When she thinks about it, she grabs it off and puts the 
scrap thread in the trash.  Many people just throw them 
on the shoulder of their T-shirt.  Really simple, but effective.  
It keeps most of the thread off the floor.

Scissors and Retractor- Kathy likes to have her scissors 
close by, so she has a scissor retractor hanging from the 
neckline of her apron so the scissors are always close at 
hand.  Kathy finds the little cheap school scissors by Fiskars 
work very well.  They are sharp, cheap, and have rounded 

ends so there is less chance of messing up the quilt when 
needing to cut threads.  Look for them to be on sale when 
it is “Back to School” time.

Seam Ripper - There will be times when you need to take 
a few stitches out of your quilt, and then there will be 
times when you have to unpick the whole quilt.  Having 
a good seam ripper can make the unpleasant task of 
unpicking a lot easier.

Locking Hemostat Pliers - These are great for when you 
are unpicking a large area of your quilt.  You can use 
them as just pliers or click them a little further and they 
lock.  When you purchase these make sure they are good 
quality.  The lower quality ones don’t work very well.  There 
are a lot of cheap sets of pliers to be found, just make sure 
that the tips meet.  When purchasing your pliers, close 
them, then hold them up to the light.  If they don’t close 
completely, then don’t waste your money.  Many times, 
hospital emergency rooms throw these away after taking 
a few stitches, and they’re happy to just pass them on to 
you.  (We know this after having six children!)

Tweezers - These are really great when you are trying 
to grab a thread and you can’t catch it with your 
fingers, especially when threading the needle of your 
sewing machine.  They’re a great tool to have in your 
apron pocket.  The same rule applies to tweezers as the 
hemostat pliers, if you can’t squeeze them together and 
grab a thread or anything, don’t waste your time.
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120 Inch Tape Measure - It is really important when you 
are quilting to have a tape measure that will reach all the 
way when measuring batting or measuring the width and 
length of your quilt.  These tape measures cost around 
$4.00 and are worth every penny.

Reading Glasses - Find a pair of reading glasses to make it 
easier to see what you are quilting.  It can make threading 
your needle a lot easier if your sewing machine doesn’t 
have a needle threader.  If you have some unpicking to 
do, glasses can be a great help.  We can sometimes find 
a good deal at Sam’s Club.  You will have to experiment 
with how strong of reading glasses to get.

Tissues - You will use tissues for a quick dusting of your 
frame wheels or to clean up the oil after oiling your sewing 
machine each morning.  A box near your frame or a small 
pack in your apron will be very handy.

Pins - There are a variety of pins that you can use for 
pinning your quilt on your frame and other tasks that you 
will perform as you machine quilt.  Kathy used the yellow 
bead head pins that are 1 1/4 inches with great success.  
They’re a little longer than your regular seamstress pins.  
She also used a magnetic “Grabbit” to keep track of her 
quilting pins.  Lately, she likes using a magnetic parts tray 
to hold the corsage pins that she has started using.  She 
finds that she can use fewer pins and she also can pin 
her quilts to her frame in a shorter period of time because 

the pins 
are 2” long.  
When you 
are quilting 

professionally, any tools or tricks that might save you some 
time means more profit.  Here is a picture of her magnetic 
parts holder.  You can usually find these at some quilt 
shops. 

Canned Air or Compressor - Dust and lint in your sewing 
machine can really mess things up.  It is important to blow 
out the bobbin area, and or use a small paint brush to 
get the lint out every day or even more often if you are 
using a thread that is very linty or a fabric that has a high 

http://www.kathyquilts.com/120-inch-Collins-tape-measure-for-quilting-and-sewing-at-kathyquilts.com.html
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fuzzy feel like flannel or fleece.  You might not have to do 
it every time, but do a visual inspection when changing a 
bobbin to make sure it is as clean as possible.  When you 
use your canned air, make sure you hold the can upright, 
and just move the straw around.  Sometimes moisture will 
come out of the can if you tip it too much.  Be careful with 
this stuff.  It is so cold that you can actually get burned if 
you spray it on your skin.

Machine Oil - Oil is so important for your machine to run 
properly.  If you neglect to oil your machine, you might be 
in the market for a new one sooner than you think.   Keep 
your machine well oiled.  The key is to use the right grade 
oil and not over oil it.  A good rule of thumb is to oil your 
machine each morning before quilting, again in the day if 
you are quilting for more than eight hours.

Marking Pen - There are many times when you have to 
mark your quilt.  Kathy really uses these purple marking 
pens that has the disappearing ink the most.  She has 
found that they dry out after a while, so she uses a piece 
of masking tape and writes the date on when she bought 
it.  Great idea!  That way, you can use the old pens for just 
marking a dot in the center of a block or other places on 
the quilt, but use the newer pens for drawing.  

Nail Clippers - Kathy finds that hang nails and quilts aren’t 
a good combination.  Keep a set off clippers nearby if 
you find you need to trim those annoying hang nails.  (Or if 
you quilt through your fingernail!)

Setting up your quilting area

How you set up your Quilting Room will vary depending 
upon your situation.  You might have a whole room 

for your quilting or you might have to share your living 
room with your machine frame.  Whatever the case 
may be, setting up your quilting area will have a huge 
impact upon your quilting experience.  If you have to 
keep stopping to find a seam ripper or your favorite pair 
of scissors, it will be really hard to get into your creative 
groove.  You will do your best work if you can quilt 
uninterrupted.  If you have a lot of demands on your time, 
you need to work with your family or spouse and let them 
know that when you are quilting  they need to try and 
not interrupt you unless it is absolutely necessary.  Quilting 
is a lot easier if you can let your work flow.  Starting and 
stopping really makes it hard for your creativity to flow.

Keep all of the tools, canned air, brushes, oil, in the same 
place so you can work on your sewing machine and 
not have to hunt down your oil or whatever, before you 
can work.  Organization really helps.  If you are a slob like 
many of us and find it hard to keep track of things, try to 
organize your quilting area in areas that make sense to 
you.  Keep everything you need to quilt by your frame, 
in some sort of drawers on wheels.  If you can get in the 
habit of keeping your tools and supplies in the same place 
it will make quilting a lot easier.   Get yourself a little utensil 
tote with a handle to keep your smaller tools in.

Even if you don’t  plan on quilting for a business, you 
should quilt like you are.  This business-like attitude will help 
you to get more out of your hobby.  Take digital pictures 
of all the quilts you finish, and, keep a journal of each 
quilt you do.  Write down the thread color that you used, 
the design you quilted in the border, the design in the 
blocks, etc.  This really helps when you want to look back 
at something you did last year that you want to use in a 
current project.  If you ever do start machine quilting for a 

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Long-Spout-Sewing-Machine-Oiler.html


40  |  Lesson Two Machine Quilting Magic  |  41

business, you will already be use to the business practices. 

Machine Frame Placement -  When you are considering 
where to put your machine frame in your home, here are 
a few thoughts to keep in mind:

• How much space do I have for my frame?
• Will I leave the frame set up all the time?
• Do I have room to get around the front and back of my 

machine frame?

You don’t need a lot of extra space for your machine 
frame, but you really need to have access to the front 
and back of your frame.  If you can work from the front 
and also the back when you are pinning a quilt on your 
frame,  you’ll be faster when you attach your quilt to the 
frame.   So, make sure you have some movement room 
in the front and back of the 
frame.  Three feet on both 
sides will work. 

It can be really hard to 
find enough room for a 
frame that is nearly 12 feet 
long, so one idea that has 
worked for several people, 
is using those furniture 
sliders.  We found some 
really good ones at Home 
Depot.  There are a lot of 
brands, but these work on 
any kind of surface - wood 
floors, vinyl, ceramic tile, 
even carpeting.  

You can store your frame up against a wall when you 
aren’t using it, then with your sliders, pull it out into the 
room when you are loading a quilt.  If you are really short 
on space, you can slide it back into  the space you used 
to store it up against the wall.  The type of quilting you are 
doing will determine which side of the frame you have 
up against the wall.  Freehand quilting works best if you 
do it from the front side of your frame, so you can have 
the back side of the frame closer to the wall.  If you are 
following patterns like the Pattern Perfect or a pantograph 
design, you have to do them from the back side of your 
frame.

Floor Mats -  It is important to be as comfortable when 
quilting as possible.  Floor mats can really help.  There are 
many types available at home improvement stores or 
industrial supply companies.  Try out several at the store 

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Grace-Pattern-Perfect/
http://www.kathyquilts.com/Shortarm-pantograph-pattern-four-inch-patterns/
http://www.kathyquilts.com/Shortarm-pantograph-pattern-four-inch-patterns/
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to see how you like them.  Don’t spend a lot of money 
on something that you might not have tested.  When in 
doubt, purchase just one section if possible and try it out 
when quilting, if you like it, get enough for at least one 
side of your frame.

Shoes -  As you can see in the picture, Kathy is wearing 
Crocs.  She would wear them to church if she thought 
she could get away with it.  But really, the right shoes 
along with the right mats will make a big difference.  
Sometimes Kathy will quilt for 10 or 12 hours in a day!  She 
is a machine!  When she has quilts to get done, she can 
knock out five a day if they aren’t huge quilts.  Some days 
she can only get one done.  The most important thing is 
to have a comfortable work environment that doesn’t 
distract from your quilting.

Cutting Table -  Having a large cutting table gives Kathy 
a large area for her to trim the edges of her quilts and 
handle all of the other rotary cutting tasks.  There are 
large rotary cutting mats that can cover the entire top of 
a large cutting table.  They can last for years, so they can 
be a good investment.

Pressing Table -  Taking a few extra minutes to make sure 
your quilt is as flat as possible will make a huge difference 
in how your quilt will turn out.  If there are funny bumps 
or puckers in your quilt before it ever gets pinned to your 
frame, it will be next to impossible to make them go 
away.  Quilts should always be pressed well - but NOT 
ironed!  Press the seams gently as you make each block, 
and this will make your quilt lie flat and make your quilting 
look much better.  Make sure you press the sashings and 
borders when you put it all together, too.  That’s the part 
that most quilters forget about, but it really needs to be 

done.  Press the seams in one direction NOT open.  There 
is a lot of strength when you quilt across a seam that is 
pressed to one side, but quilts that have seams pressed 
open will probably pop the seams in those areas.  It is all 
about the small details!

We bought a hollow core door from Home Depot to 
make our own pressing table.  I like doors because they 
are lighter than plywood, and sturdy.  Get a door that in 
the building industry, is what they call a Hollow Core Flush 
Slab.  It doesn’t have all those fancy panels like people 
usually use in their homes.  They only cost about $22.  Get 
one that is about 32” by 80”.  You can put it on an existing 
ironing board, but it is better if you can find a small table 
or cabinets to support it.  Cover it with some nice, fairly 
heavy, cotton fabric.  Use one or two layers of Hobbs 
80/20 batting to lay on the door, then cover it.  Make 
sure you have enough extra fabric so you can staple it to 
the underside of your ironing surface.  This larger ironing 
surface makes pressing your quilt a breeze.

A good steamer will make a world of difference as well as 
the board you are ironing on.  Kathy uses a Bernina Steam 
Iron that has a separate boiler tank.  That is kind of fancy, 
but she has to press a lot of quilts, so it is worth the cost. 

Waste Basket - You should have at least one if not two 
waste baskets by your machine frame.  Again, when you 
are quilting, you don’t want to take any more steps than 
you need to.  Having a waste basket close at hand will 
give you more time quilting and less time trying to find a 
place to throw away trash, threads, lint, etc.   Put one on 
each side of the frame

Quilt Staging Area - This is your “quilt on deck circle.” After 
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you press your quilts, you need to have a place that you 
can hang them until you are ready to quilt them.  This is 
like one of those clothes caddies.  

Batt Room - I wanted to say that!  “To the Bat Cave 
Robin!”  Seriously, you need a place to keep your batting, 
perhaps entire rolls of batting.  If you plan on doing more 
than one quilt a year, you should buy your batting by the 
roll.  You save quite a bit of money if you get your batting 
on the roll.  Kathy’s cutting table has a place to store 
three rolls of batting.  She pulls it out and cuts the batting 
to length.  We used some of those cabinets that you put 
together yourself from Home Depot, and a couple of 
pieces of plywood.  It isn’t fancy, but it works and keeps 
the batting out of the way and ready to be used in a 
second.

Types of Batting - There are many types of batting on 
the market today, but the current trend is the flatter, old-
fashioned cotton batting.  This can either be 100% cotton 
or have a cotton and polyester blend.  With this type of 
batting, it will  shrink when you wash your quilt, which is 
one of the reasons many people love it.  This give the 
washed quilt a crinkly, old fashioned look.  If you don’t 
want this look, then you need to gently wash the batting 
before you use it.  (But be warned - it tears very easily and 
will make large holes.  Be very careful.)  100% polyester 
batting is still very popular.  You can get this in a very thin 
batt all the way to two inches thick!  So, you need to 
decide on what look you want. 
 
The thinner heirloom batting is the batting you should use 
if the throat on your sewing machine is relatively short, 
nine inches or less.  Bulky polyester batting is very difficult 
to work with if you have a shortarm machine due to it’s 

bulk.  When you roll your quilt, it will use up all that quilting 
space too quickly leaving you only a tiny area to quilt.

Eliminating Flared Borders- If your borders are flared, 
then it really makes it difficult for your quilt to turn out.  
Kathy ends up having to work miracles with a lot of the 
quilts customers send to her.  You should make it easy 
on yourself and follow these great instructions on how to 
attach borders to your quilt.  It will make quilting a 1000% 
easier.  

How to attach borders to a quilt

1. Measure the length of the quilt right at the center, and 

also midway in-between the center and the edge of 
the quilt. (See figure 1)

2. Average these figures.
3. Cut your 2 outer borders from this measurement.
4. Match the centers - pin.  Match the edges - pin.
5. Ease the quilt or the borders in-between these 

measurements.
6. Stitch on border.  PRESS

Figure 1 Figure 2

http://kathyquilts.com/customer/home.php?cat=216
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7. Measure the width of the quilt through the center, and 
also midway in-between the center and the edge of 
the quilt. (See figure 2)

8. Average these figures.
9. Cut your 2 outer borders from this measurement.
10.   Match the centers - pin.  
11.   Match the edges - pin.
12. Ease the quilt or the borders in-between these         

measurements.
13.   Stitch on border.  PRESS
14.   Do the same for each additional border, measuring 

EVERY time, then stitch and press.

This should give you a squared up quilt without wavy 
borders.  The measurements on each of the opposite 
outer edges should be the same.

The best solution if the quilt top looks like an hour glass, is 
to remove the borders and attach them correctly.  Save 
yourself a lot of time and do it right the first time. 

Don’t Go Crazy - Remember to keep it simple.  You don’t 
need to buy a lot of gadgets to quilt.  There will be some 
simple items that will make a big difference in how you 
quilt.  There will always be new gizmos on the market that 
you just have to have.  There is no substitute for time spent 
quilting on your frame.  Wait until you get a feel for using 
your frame before going hog wild on the gadgets.

Lesson Three

Quilting on a shortarm frame

Before you start pinning on a quilt

   1. Before you begin to load your quilt, make sure you 
have the center of your rails marked with a permanent 
marker.
   2. Mark the center of each leader so you can align 
them with the center mark on each rail. Because of the 
nature of the Fabri-Fast system, the leaders are made to 
slide a little side to side.
   3. Center your leaders before pinning your quilt on. Also, 
measure all four sides of your quilt. If your quilt isn’t square, 
it will be much more difficult to keep even tension when 
quilting.  Try to make each quilt as square as possible 
(meaning make sure both long sides and the center are 
the same length, and both the top and bottom and 
center are the same length going the other way).
   4. Fold your quilt in half to find the center. Take a straight 
pin and pin it so that it marks the center of the quilt. Do 
the same thing on the other end of the quilt, so you will 
have the center marked where it will be pinned to the 
take up rail’s leader.
   5. Your quilt backing needs to be at least three inches 
wider on both sides than the quilt top. You also want 
it about four to six inches longer than the quilt top. 
Sometimes the quilt top stretches differently than the quilt 
backing, you don’t want to get to the end of your quilt 
and find out that your quilt backing is shorter than the top!  
It’s much easier to cut the backing off the quilt than to 
have to cut some of the quilt top border off because you 
measured the backing too small.
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   6. Just a quick note about squaring up your quilt. It is so 
much easier if your quilt is square before you load it on 
your frame. Don’t just assume that it is square, measure 
all the sides and across the centers.  As you add borders 
to your quilt, these will often stretch, making very wavy 
borders.  When you add a border to your quilt, always 
measure the side of the quilt first, then cut two identical 
pieces.  Pin these to the quilt sides and sew them on.  Do 
NOT just take a piece of fabric and sew it on without 
measuring it first or you’ll have stretched borders for sure.  
If your outer borders are larger than the center of your 
quilt, then your borders have stretched.  It’s much easier 
to unpick them and measure and sew them on again 
than it is to try to ease this extra fabric in while you’re 
quilting.  If you have extra fabric in your borders, you’ll get 
pleats while you are quilting.  Measure, cut, sew.  Don’t 
just sew on those borders.

Loading a quilt on your frame

Pinning - Pinning your quilt to your frame is one of the most 
important things you will learn how to do.  Using pins that 
work for you is very important.  No matter what type you 
use, we suggest using Quilter’s Straight Pins.  We have 

seen it suggested that you use a stapler.  This will destroy 
the leaders on your frame quicker than anything you 
might do because the edges of the staples are square 

and not pointy, and they’ll tear holes in your quilt and your 
leaders.  Just use straight pins and it will be much easier.  
We sell 1 3/4 inch straight pins with the yellow bead 
heads.  They work really well, and will not be as hard on 
your leaders as staples.  You can also use corsage pins or 
T-pins or flower pins.  There are a variety of pins, and you 
may have to try a few to get your favorite choice.

Fabric Leaders - One of the most important parts of your 
frame are the leaders.  In order to quilt, you need to be 
able to attach the quilt to your frame.  If you attached 
the quilt right to the frame, you would find at the end of 
your quilt, you wouldn’t be able to finish it on the frame.  
Leaders add the extra length you need so you can quilt all 
the way to the end of your quilt.  Leaders should be made 
from sturdy fabric that doesn’t stretch excessively.  Fabrics 
that have a loose weave such as muslin, make very poor 
leaders.  The fabric isn’t consistent and stretches in ways 
that you won’t be able to tension your quilt very well.  
Muslin leaders will only last for a few quilts.   If your quilt 
isn’t tensioned properly, then your quilt will have puckers 
and other problems when you take it off the frame.  Make 
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sure you have professional quality leaders.

The leaders we make for Grace Frames are made from 
very sturdy poly blend fabric that is consistent and doesn’t 
stretch so get the same results quilt after quilt for the life of 
your frame.  We make leaders that can be reversed and 
the other long side can also be used to pin your quilts to 
double the life of your leaders.

We make a casing on both of the long edges of the 
leader.  One edge gets the Fabri-Fast tubing threaded 
into it, and the other side gives you a double thickness of 
fabric so the pins stay where you put them.  It keeps your 
quilt pinned where it should be.

Install the leader in the channel that is built into the Fabri-
Fast rail.  You can use the Fabri-Fast tool, which is a little 
roller tool or just use your thumbs.

Zippered Leaders - Until just recently, most machine 
frames had leaders that were fixed to the frame rails.  If 
you wanted to work on another quilt you had to either 
finish the quilt you had on your frame or unpin it.  Pinning 
a quilt on isn’t that big a deal, but the idea of having to 
take a quilt off without it being finished seems like such a 
waste of time.  Longarm quilters are  very resourceful and 
always looking for new ways to make quilting easier.  I 
have seen many cool ideas become standard features 
on many of the major frame manufacturer’s frames.  It is 
really nice when the people building the frames will listen 
to their customers.  

When the Grace Company decided to enter the fray of 
machine frames, they had a lot of great ideas that they 
wanted to implement.  The Fabri-Fast System of attaching 

fabric leaders to frame rails was a brilliant idea.  You can 
have removable leaders without adding any extra bulk 
to your frame rail like with Velcro or zippers for zippered 
leaders.  For machine quilters that use domestic sewing 
machines on their machine frame, the space inside the 
arm of your machine comes at a premium, so any extra 
bulk will make larger quilts harder to finish.  

If your frame has Fabri-Fast rails, you don’t have to use 
zippers as well.  With zippered leaders, you have one side 
of the zipper attached to the frame rail, and the other 
you attach to your quilt.  You have to either baste the one 
side of the zipper to the quilt or pin it.  With the Fabri-Fast 
System, you can baste your quilt right to the leader or just 
pin the quilt to the leaders.  

There are some quilters that really like the zippered 
leaders.  The main thing is to use whatever motivation you 
need to get quilting.  

Quilt backing

   1. Load your quilt backing on the backing rail, WITH THE 
BACKING SIDE DOWN.  Lay this backing over the frame 
so that you are working with the very bottom side of the 
backing.  Stand on the rail side of the frame, (the front) 
to load the bottom edges of both the quilt back and top.  
Work with the backing first.  When it’s completely pinned 
on, then you’ll work on pinning on the quilt top.

   2. Release the cog wheel stop and pull the leader 
straight up toward the ceiling.

   3. Holding your quilt back and leader in your left hand, 
find the center of your quilt that you have previously 
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marked with a pin. Hold these edges together (not 
overlapping) as if you were sewing a seam in a garment.  
Match it up with the center mark of your leader.   Put a 
pin parallel to the edge of your quilt/leader combination.  
Pin through all layers along this quilt about 1/4 inch away 
from the edge, making sure you catch both the quilt and 
the leader.  Pin this on the LEADER side of the quilt.  The 
pins should ALWAYS be on the leader side.

   4. Match the edge of your leader and the quilt edge. 
From the center, space your pins so the point of the next 
pin nearly touches the head of the previous pin, always 
pinning parallel to the edge. 
(Kathy has this blue tape on her leader because it is 
wearing out.  She wants to get a little more life out of it 
before replacing it)  

 5. After pinning from the center to the right, do the same 
from the center to the left.

   6. Roll the rail towards you, smoothing the quilt backing 
as you go, it doesn’t have to be perfect, but it doesn’t 
hurt to smooth it out a little. If you watch the black cog 
wheel, it will be rotate in a counter-clockwise motion.

   7. After you have nearly rolled the entire quilt backing 
up onto the rail, take the other end of the quilt back and 
match lay it over the very back take-up rail.  Then walk 
around to the back of the frame!  Match that center 
pin up with the center mark on the take up rail’s leader. 
Important, make sure the correct side of the quilt back is 
facing the floor. Don’t do your whole quilt only to find that 
you had your quilt back on backwards!

   8. This time, you don’t want to use a ton of pins, just 
space them about every six inches or so. You just need 
enough to loosely hold the quilt back onto the leader. 
Remember that the quilt top, batting, and back all have 
to eventually be pinned to the take up rail’s leader, so 
these pins will be pulled out and repined with the quilt 
top and batting in just a minute.  You don’t want to have 
to take a bunch of pins out and then put them back in 
again.  We’re just spot pinning to get the quilt backing out 
of the way so that it’s easier to work with the quilt top all 
by itself.

Quilt top

   1. Pinning the quilt top on is exactly the same as pinning 
on the quilt backing. Follow steps 1 - 5 of pinning on the 
quilt back.
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   2. When rolling the quilt up onto the rail, the black cog 
wheel should be turning clockwise. It will roll opposite of 
the way the quilt back rolled onto its rail. Roll the entire 
quilt top up onto the rail.  Let the quilt top just hang down 
for a few minutes while you get your batting set.

   3. After cutting your batting to the desired dimensions, 
(make it 2-3 inches wider than the quilt top on both sides 
of your quilt,) lay it on the quilt back which is pinned to the 
take up rail. You want it to overlap the leader with the pins 
on it just a little bit.

4. Smooth the batting out over the quilt back and then 
have it cascade over the top rail that the quilt back is 
rolled up on. Now, tuck it back behind the quilt top rail.  
You will need to make sure that you have the batting 
tucked in behind the quilt top rail. If you don’t, then there 
is no way for you to bring the quilt top up on top of the 
batting. Let the batting hang down to the floor. If you 
have a batting rail, you can roll up the batting on it later 
on, but this is optional.

   5. Unroll the quilt top just a tiny bit and bring it even with 
the take up rail.  Lay it down right on top of the batting 
matching up the pin in the center of the quilt top and the 
line on the leader (that already has the backing pinned 
to it.)  Gently smooth the quilt top down matching the 
edges.  Now all three layers are ready to be pinned, Move 
around to the table side of your frame to pin the quilt to 
the take up rail.

   6. All three rails should have their cog stops flipped over 
so the rails will turn freely. Grab all three layers and hold 
them up toward the ceiling. This will pull fabric from each 
of the rails and pull on the leader from that take up rail.  

You are going to make your Quilt Sandwich now. Hold 
all 4 layers with the edges together.  You are standing 
in back of your frame and this is the order of the layers 
facing you.  First comes the take up leader, then the quilt 
backing, then the batting, then the quilt top.  All of these 
layers should be even.  Now put a pin right in the center 
where all the layers are matched up.  Pin on the LEADER 
SIDE through all four layers.  Pin parallel to the edge.
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   7. Closely pin from the center to the right then the left. 
As you encounter the pins that you have already pinned 
the backing with, remove them and then pin through all 
four layers. At the ends of the quilt, double pin for extra 
holding ability.

Floating the quilt top

Here is another method of pinning your quilt to your frame 
that Kathy is finding to work really well.  The first method 
that I taught you was how Kathy has pinned her quilts on 
for years.  Even though she has been machine quilting for 
over 10 years, she is still trying to find better ways of doing 
things.  

Sometimes you have a quilt top that has a scalloped 
edge that makes it really hard to pin directly to your 
take up leader.  By floating the top, you can stitch your 
top directly to the quilt back.  These two pictures show a 
quilt pinned to the fabric leader.  Kathy pinned the quilt 
back like she normally does, then with a slight serpentine 
motion, she stitches the edge of the quilt top to the back 
of the quilt.  The trick here is to have good tension on the 
quilt back, have a little bit of the batting peeking out from 
under the quilt top.  The bit of green that you can see in 
this image to the left is the quilt back, and the white is the 
leader cloth for the take up rail.  The pictured sample quilt 
has a straight edge, so Kathy lined it up with the edge of 
the leader before she stitched it down.  It doesn’t hurt to 
look from the end of the frame to see that it is lined up.  If 
you could quilt a perfect line straight across your quilt, you 
would be set.  Kathy doesn’t have a locking device on 
her quilter carriage, so she usually does a slight serpentine 
motion forward and back.  The movement is so subtle that 
it is more or less a straight line.  It will depend up each quilt 
you do, how much movement it will require. 

When you are floating your quilt top, you only use your 
side tension clamps on the quilt back.  To stabilize your 
quilt sides, use as many straight pins as necessary to hold 
down the edge of your quilt.  As you quilt the edges, 
remove the pins, quilt the edge of the quilt to the quilt 
back just like you did when you first loaded your quilt.  The 
pins will no longer be needed. 

If you have a irregular edge, such as a double wedding 
ring or  quilt with a scalloped edge, then floating the top 
works really well.  

Try out these different methods over and over to see 
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if you have one way that you feel works the best for 
your situation.  Kathy finds that she uses the float the 
top method more than she used to.  For her time is so 
important, so she does whatever is the fastest method.  

You will find the method that works the best for you, but 
don’t get stuck in a rut.  Keep trying new techniques 
to see if you can incorporate them into your quilting.  
One method that works really well for one person, is less 
effective for another.  You will be able to find what works 
for you as you keep trying to find better ways to do things.

 Tensioning your quilt

   1. You will need to flip all the cog stops so you can 
tension your quilt properly. The key thing that you need 
to learn is how to have even tension on the quilt top and 
back. Your quilt batting needs to be smoothed out and 
sandwiched in-between the top and backing.

   2. Most of the tensioning should be done first with the 
quilt back, then the quilt top. You need to tension the 
back just enough so the puckers are gone.  If you have 
your quilt too tight, the rails will bow and can distort your 
quilt.  LOOK UNDERNEATH THE QUILT TO MAKE SURE THERE 
ARE NO PUCKERS.

The picture above shows an end of the frame view under 
the quilt.  Keep an eye out for those puckers.   

3. The side tension clamps have bungee cords that 
help keep even tension on the sides of your quilt. Don’t 
make the mistake of having the cords too tight. If you 
have squared up your quilt before beginning, then you 

shouldn’t have to keep re-adjusting the side tension. You 
might have to make some minor adjustments, but don’t 
have them too tight.

If there is a “trick” to using your machine frame (or at 
least one of the most important concepts to learn), it 
would be learning how to tension the quilt properly when 
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on your frame.  You have a quilt top, batting, and quilt 
backing.  There are four sides to every quilt, you need to 
have even tension to avoid rippling or puckering.  Starting 
with a practice quilt will help you get a feel for how your 
machine frame works and how to use the frame rails and 
side tensioning clamps to get the best results.  Quilts with 
pieced tops will have different characteristics than whole 
cloth quilts.  You should always have your quilt back larger 
than the top.  Plan on at least three inches wider on each 
side of the quilt top.  Don’t make the mistake of having 
the top, back and batting the same size.  Your quilt top 
usually stretches differently than your quilt back (most 
probably it will stretch more than your quilt back.)  The 
batting should be about the same size as the quilt back.  
After you are done quilting, you will trim the sides before 
you put the binding on.

Grace Frames use a “No Baste” quilting system.  That 
means that you have your quilt top on one frame rail, 
the quilt back on a rail, and the take up rail is where all 
these layers meet together.  This is where your quilt gathers 
up as you finish each row.  The part of your quilt that is 
already quilted will roll up underneath and around this 
roller.  Some of the frames will have a batting rails as well.  
This rail is not to store your batting on to use it right off the 
roll.   Most of the batting you will use will be folded double 
on the roll.  There isn’t any way that you can store the roll 
on your frame and have it unroll onto your quilt.  It isn’t 
necessary to have a batting rail, but if your frame comes 
with one, using the Fabri-Fast tubing to anchor it to the rail 
is really nice.

You need to be concerned with the quilt top tension, 
and the quilt back tension. If you want to gauge where 
your top is in relation to your quilt back. You can mark the 

top with a pin on both sides (say every ten inches), and 
have a pin in the quilt back on both sides at those same 
measurements. As you roll your quilt, you will be able to 
see if your top is tighter or looser than the top. If you find 
that you have spots that need to be eased in, you can 
smooth them out with your hands as you roll them into the 
quilting area. 

Another thing that many quilters have a problem with is 
that they have their quilt too tight. Your quilt should be 
fairly loose. It doesn’t have to droop, but it shouldn’t be as 
tight as a drum either. You will see what works best you.

Rolling your quilt

Each time you finish a row and need to roll your quilt, flip 
the cog stops on your quilt top and backing rails. The quilt 
should roll under the take up rail. If you have it coming 
over the top, then you have it rolled up incorrectly. It 
has to roll under the take up rail in order for the sewing 
machine to work properly, and this roller should be fairly 
close to the flat part of the machine bed.  See if you can 
just get your fingertips under this rail, and that’s about 
perfect.  Otherwise, the machine will be stitching through 
about an inch of air, and threads will break and you’ll 
wonder why your machine isn’t working right.

After you have rolled the quilt to the next position of 
where you want to start quilting, flip your cog stops back 
into their locking position.  Next roll the quilt backing rail 
and quilt top rail to tension the quilt to get it ready to quilt 
the next part of your quilt.  With the cog stops locked in 
position, you will only be able to rotate the rails in one 
direction.  This is how you get the right tension for your 
quilt.
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Controlling the machine frame carriage 

Machine frames that use proprietary machine heads, 
like on most longarm frames, have wheels that ride on 
the frame tracks.  Home style machine frames have a 
carriage where your machine sits.  The “Take Up” rail rests  
inside the arm of the sewing machine.  Carriages usually 
have handles that you grip from either the front or back 
when you quilt.  You should be able to have a light touch 
when gripping the carriage handles.  When you quilt it is 
important to have your quilting flow.  If you are all tensed 
up, it will show in your quilting.  Don’t be stiff!  

With some of the better machine frame carriages, like 
the Grace Pro Series Carriage, which is standard on the 
Gracie King or Queen, move with very little effort.  There 

are times when you might want a little more tension on 
your carriage than when it is just free wheeling.  If you are 
working on a particularly difficult pantograph pattern, and 
find that you are having a difficult time tracing along the 
pattern lines, then you might need to get a little help.  You 
can add a little extra tension on the carriage by lowering 
the  “Take Up” rail so your quilt lightly rides on the bed of 
your sewing machine.  Usually you want about 1/8 to 1/4 
inch gap between your quilt and the bed of your sewing 
machine.  If you have it up too high, the bobbin thread 
cannot be picked up by the needle as it punches through 
your quilt.  The presser foot has to compress the quilt layers 
enough for the needle to pick up that bobbin thread.  If 
you find you are skipping stitches, check the height of 
the take up rail to see if is too high.  The quickest way to 
determine if you have the right height, is to slide you hand 
between the bed of your machine and the take up rail.  If 
you can almost get your finger tips in there you are pretty 
close.  It isn’t an exact science, but it gives you a good 
idea that it is positioned in the right place.

Controlling Machine Speed - You will either have a 
speed lever that pushes on the foot pedal of your sewing 
machine, (this is specific to the machine frame you have), 
a stitch regulator that determines the stitch length or a 
speed control that only controls the speed of your sewing 
machine.  

The thickness of your batting will determine how large of a 
quilt you can do.  If you don’t have a lot of throat space 
under the arm of your sewing machine, using a thick batt 
can cause problems very early on in the quilt.  A thinner 
batt allows you to do a larger quilt without the problem 
of having too much quilt rolled up inside the arm of your 
sewing machine.  The take up rail on your frame sits inside 

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Grace-Professional-Carriage-Upgrade-Aluminum-Machine-Frame-Carriage.html
http://www.kathyquilts.com/Grace-SureStitch-Stitch-Length-Regulator-for-machine-quilting.html
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the arm of your sewing machine.  The farther you progress 
through your quilt, the more quilt gets rolled up inside.   If 
you start your quilt with too large of a motif you might not 
be able to keep doing that large of a design because 
you don’t have enough forward and back movement 
space.   As a general rule, you should only do about 
a four inch pattern or motif if you are using an overall 
pattern.  As you get more experience with your frame, 
you will get a better feel for what you can do.  If you have 
a longer throat machine, you can maybe do a little larger 
design.  

The batting plays a very important part in your quilt.  It 
really does matter.  Don’t go cheap on any part of your 
quilt.   If you are putting a lot of time and effort into your 
quilt, you should want it to last for years to come.  The 
right materials will make the difference in how long your 
quilt will hold up.  Is your quilt going to be used or just for 
show?  The great thing about machine quilting is that if 
you do a good job of quilting, it will stand the test of time.  
Finishing it with the right binding is like framing art.  It gives 
it the finished look that your quilt needs, and protects the 
edges of the quilt.  Don’t go CHEAP!  We like Hobbs 80/20 
Heirloom batting.  It is very consistent and you can always 
rely upon it working every time.  If you fold you quilts up, 
it won’t keep fold marks when you get it back out.  There 
are several types of Hobbs batting, but the natural, and 
bleached (White) 80/20 is what we use most of the time.
 

Shortarm frame limitation work-a-rounds

It is a fact that if you only have seven inches of throat 
length on your sewing machine, quilting a 10 or 12 inch 
block will create some challenges.  If in the course of 
quilting on your machine frame, you find that it can’t 

do this or it can’t do that, don’t give up.  Don’t focus on 
what your frame can’t do.  Many of the coolest quilting 
techniques were developed because some innovative 
person thought outside of the box and some innovative 
quilting techniques were born.  Here are a few challenges 
that you might encounter, and some suggestions for how 
you might get around them.  

Here are two ways you can quilt blocks, borders or quilting 
motifs that are larger than your sewing machine can do 
in one pass.  If 
your sewing 
machine 
includes a 
thread cutter 
like the Juki 
TL-2010Q, 
then it makes 
this process 
a lot easier.  
Every time 
you start and 
stop, you 
will need 
to bring up 
your bobbin 
thread and 
cut the 
bottom and 
top threads.  

Method one: Quilt as far as your machine will reach, stop 
the machine, cut the threads, move over to the next area 
you can quilt.  You have the option of doing this type 
of quilting all the way down the row, then roll the quilt.  
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When I quilt with a Juki, I can use a remote thread cutter 
that allows me to cut the thread from the speed control.  
I move to the next part I will quilt, and just push the On 
button.  I don’t worry about bringing up the bobbin 
thread.  This usually works, but it does leave a quarter inch 
tail.  I have to go back over the quilt back when I am 
done and bury the thread tails.  I use a # 12 crochet hook 
that has a foam sleeve to snag the threads and pull then 
inside the quilt.  Just poke the hook right next to where the 
thread comes up out of the quilt and pull it inside.  The 
threads will not pull back out.  

This is the method that most people do when they quilt on 
any size frame.  With a shortarm frame, you will have to 
roll  more often, but this method works very well because it 
minimizes the puckering that you might get otherwise.

Method two:  Quilt the whole block before moving on to 
the next block.   Mark out your block with a stencil and 
a pounce pad and quilt what your machine will reach.  
Stop the machine, but don’t cut the threads.  Leaving 
your machine needle down in the quilt, roll the quilt so you 
can do the next section.  Repeat this until you complete 
the block you are working on.

Once you have finished that block or section,  release 
the tension stop on the take up rail. Roll it back so you 
can work on the next block or section of your quilt.  Doing 
borders that run the length of the rail is easy to do, but on 
the side of the quilt, you have a lot shorter area.  This is 
where you decide if you want to finish the quilt as much as 
possible, take the quilt off the frame and turn it a quarter 
turn.  That way you can do the borders you that were on 
the sides of the quilt.  

With method two, you need to really keep an eye on 
the quilt back.  It is important that you don’t allow large 
puckers to form.  It is really important to use the side 
tension clamps to keep everything as even as possible.  
This is also where pressing your quilt and not having flared 
borders will really pay off.

Doing a 180 with your quilt

When you are working on a large quilts that takes your 
frame to the limit, there might be times that by the time 
you get to the end of your quilt, you don’t have more 
than about three inches of forward and back movement.  
If you have been following a pattern that is four inches 
high, you will run into trouble finishing it.  Don’t despair,  
there is still hope.  Hopefully you are reading this before 

you have 
found 
yourself in this 
situation.

Begin by 
quilting about 
as far as you 
can go and 
still maintain 
the same size 
design.  At this 
point you will 

need to machine baste the rest of your quilt to stabilize 
it.  Every three inches you run your  sewing machine from 
side to side with large stitches that will be easy to unpick.  
(Zoom in on the image below to see how Kathy basted 
the quilt.)  



68  |  Lesson Three Machine Quilting Magic  |  69

Remove the quilt from the frame and rotate it 180 degrees 
and pin it to just the take up rail and quilt back rail.  The 
trick to rotating a quilt, is to roll the machine basted part 
of the quilt up on the take up rail.  As you work on each 
row, the quilt that is gathered up on the take up rail 
will get smaller and smaller.  You will be working in the 
opposite direction than you did for the first half of the quilt.  

Each time you get to a new row, unpick the basting 
stitches.  You can wait and do that after you finish the 
quilt, but it is harder to unpick the stitches when they are 
stitched down.  You also don’t want to unpick the good 
stitches that are supposed to stay.  Use a color that is easy 
to see to make unpicking easier.  I would just use any 
cheap thread you had on hand that you would never use 
for anything else.  

Use water soluble thread as an alternative to thread 
you have to unpick, and you won’t have to unpick the 
stitches.  Depending upon the type you use, you can 
either spritz it with water or wash your quilt and the thread 
dissolves.  This thread is really expensive, but it can save 
you a lot of time.

Taking your first stitch

The time has finally arrived for you to start quilting!  Take a 
moment to look at your frame and make sure you know 
what is the front and back side of your frame.  If you are 
doing freehand quilting, it is easiest if you stand in front 
of your frame.  If you still don’t understand which is the 
front and which side is the back, then let’s help you get 
it straight right now.  The side of the frame that has you 
standing closest to the frame rails, (poles), is the front.  

While freehand quilting, you want to keep an eye on the 
sewing machine needle.  It makes sense to quilt from the 
front of your frame when doing this type of quilting.  Your 
starting point should always be on the left hand side of 
your frame and work in the general direction of the right 
side of the frame.  

You want to get the best possible stitch your sewing 
machine will do, so you want to quilt the way your 
machine was designed to run.  When you are sewing or 
piecing, how do you usually feed the fabric through your 
sewing machine?  Which way do the feed dogs pull your 
fabric?  You feed the item you are sewing from the front 
of the machine and it comes out the back.  The needle 
has to pick up the bobbin thread every time it punches a 
hole in the fabric.  Lock stitch sewing machines lock the 
stitch every time the needle goes up and down.  If you go 
“against the grain” then you will break the thread more 
often and have more weird tension problems then if you 
quilt in a left to right general direction.  

Securing your stitches
Being able to bring your bobbin thread up to the top of 
the quilt  to secure your stitches is a procedure that is easy 
once you figure it out.  You need to do this when you first 
start quilting and every time you have to cut your bottom 
and top threads.  If you have a thread cutter on your 
machine then you have to decide for yourself if this is a 
procedure you need to do or not.  Either way, you should 
know how to do it.  If you don’t secure your stitches, you 
can get thread nests which are a mess to unpick.   

While holding the top thread gently in one hand, make 
your needle go down and back up to the top position.  
Move your sewing machine an inch or so to the side, then 
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lightly tug on the thread slightly to bring the bobbin thread 
up.  Grab the bobbin thread and hold on to it along with 
the top thread.  Take several tiny stitches in the direction 
where you plan on quilting.  Cut both threads before 
continuing with your quilting.  This is a very important 
procedure for you to learn.  Every time you have to cut 
your thread, you need to bring the bobbin thread up.

With having to do this every time, you can see how 
planing out the type of quilting designs you want to use 
can really save you time in the long run.  

Practice really does make perfect

If you have a couple of pieces of light colored fabric 
and some batting, you can use that as your first practice 
quilt.  A couple of pieces of muslin, and some Hobbs 80/20 
Heirloom batting make a great practice quilt to start with.  
The reason for the light colored fabric is so you can see 
what your quilting looks like.  Use a light colored thread.  If 
you want, you can re-use this piece when you’re finished 
by changing to a dark colored thread and quilting the 
entire piece over again.  It doesn’t matter if your quilting 
doesn’t look perfect, the important thing is that you got 
started.  Don’t be hard on yourself.  Keep in mind that 
everyone needs practice in the beginning.  The more you 
practice the better you will get.  There aren’t any short 
cuts.  There are computer aided quilting systems you can 
add to your machine frame, but you should be able to 
quilt on your own without these aids.  That’s the best way 
to learn.  After you gain some confidence or feel that you 
could tackle most simple quilts then these other gadgets 
can really help.
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Maximize your quilting time

Your practice quilt doesn’t need to be very big.  A quilt 
that is 45 by 54 inches should work very well.  Quilt all the 
way through the quilt using thread that makes it easy to 
see what you have done.  You can also try out different 
brands of thread to see if you like one brand more than 
another.

After you have gotten to the end of the quilt, REWIND.  
You don’t have to take the quilt off your frame.  Just unpin 
the leader that had the quilt top pinned to it, and roll 
the quilt back up on the quilt back rail.  You can REWIND 
several times, using a different color thread each time you 
quilt through your practice piece.  Practice some other 
quilting motifs or designs.  Try out different elements that 
you would like to do better.  This allows you to focus more 
on quilting and spend less time trying to figure out how to 
pin a quilt on your frame.  Learning to pin a quilt on your 
frame will come with practice; skill will come as you finish 
more quilts.  Right now it is more important that you get 
more practice quilting on your frame. 

Freehand quilting

Freehand is where you move the carriage that holds your 
sewing machine around to create anything as simple 
as a meandering line or very complicated heirloom 
quilting.  When you freehand quilt, you watch the needle 
of your sewing machine instead of a stylus or a laser.  The 
advantage of freehand quilting is that you don’t follow 
any particular pattern.  

We have seen new people start with pantograph patterns 

or templates, and 
that is all they will 
ever try.  They create 
in their minds this 
mental stumbling 
block that they can’t 
Freehand quilt.  “I’ll 
mess something up!”, 
is what they might 
say.  If you have the 
right expectations, 
then you will realize 
that it doesn’t matter 
how good the quilting 
is, you can still say 
that you quilted it all 
by yourself.  You just 
created something by 
yourself!  That is a huge 
accomplishment!  
Once you have 
completed your first 
quilt, you have done 
something that the 
majority of people in 
the world haven’t.  
Give yourself a pat on 
the back.  Remember 
that if you learn 
fundamentals of 
freehand, you will find 
that it really isn’t that 
hard.  With enough 
practice, you will be 
able to do some really 
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nice work. 

Don’t make the mistake of comparing your abilities and 
talents to that of other people.  Skill and ability really are 
relative.  Just keep trying to improve and strive to become 
better.  The easier it is, the more enjoyable it will become.

Continuous line quilting

When you have blocks or triangles that you need to 
quilt, using continuous line quilting gives your quilt a 

more professional look, and it is more efficient.  There are 
patterns that you can get that are listed as continuous 

Continuous Flower Pattern

line patterns, but you should be able to do your own 

continuous line quilting without buying a pattern by 
freehand quilting.  Remember that if you are watching the 
needle of your sewing machine, you are doing freehand 
quilting.  Getting a handle on freehand, will allow you to 
quilt better when you follow patterns, quilting guides, rulers 
or quilting templates.  If you develop the philosophy of 
improving your quilting skills with every quilt, you will never 
get bored of quilting.   The picture on the last page shows 
how you can bounce around in a triangle.  As you watch 
for ways to quilt, you will see where you use continuous 
line quilting.  In all the pictures of Kathy’s quilts, pay 
attention to how she uses a variety of quilting techniques 
on different blocks on the same quilt. 
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Fill patterns

As you go about Freehand quilting, 
you’re going to need a variety of fill 
patterns that you can pull out of 
your hat at a moments notice.  
Keep your eyes trained in your 
everyday life so that you 
can ‘see’ things differently 
and always keep a 
notebook or scrap of 
paper (or the back 
of your bank 
deposit slip) 
to draw on 
when these 
designs make 
themselves known 
to you.  

A fill pattern can be 
something that you quilt over 
your entire quilt or as you get 
more advanced in your quilting, 
it can be something that fills in the 
background areas behind applique.  
Or perhaps you want to quilt something 
special in the border, and quilt an overall fill 
pattern in the center of your quilt.  

The most common fill design for years has been 
stippling.  Yes, that can get you by, but there is so 
much more to quilting than just stippling things.  Stippling 
can be explained by saying it’s the flight a butterfly might 
take, weaving here and there, never crossing it’s own lines 
but just meandering over the quilt.  Some people relate it 

to being similar to jigsaw puzzle pieces.  This looks 
great on an old fashioned quilt if it just blends 

into the background, and the actual pieced 
blocks stand out.  Try to match your thread 

to the background of the quilt.

Other fill pattern designs would 
be tiny leaves all over the quilt.  

Hook your leaves together 
with a small loop or swirl.  

Another design would be 
swirls all over the quilt.  

Sew into a half circle 
and as you reach 

the center of 
the circle, 

quilt your 
way 

back 

out.  

Clamshells 
look great in 

the background 
of a quilt block.  

As does a design 
that resembles shingles 

on a roof.  A favorite 
design would be flowers and 

leaves.  Just a simple flower 
with a loop center and then five 

petals around it, then go into a leaf 
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or two, then another flower then more leaves.  After you 
get this design down in your quilting, you can change 
that flower to a ‘basketball’ design for boys, then a loop 
then a baseball, etc.  As you get more comfortable with 
your machine and frame, you can get a little braver and 
experiment more with your quilting.  Get yourself five to six 
good background designs that you can always pull out of 
your hat.  Practice them over and over so that they will be 
‘brainless’ to you and you won’t have to think as you sew 
over your quilt.

Keep your eyes trained for new designs as you go about 
your shopping or errands.  Look at the wallpaper patterns.  
Check out the tiles on the floor in the bathrooms.  Look 
at fabric designs in clothing.  If you see an idea, draw it!  
Keep it and compile yourself a little book.  Get yourself 
a Magna Doodle toy or something similar where you 
can draw the designs over and over.  Keep it in the car 
and always be thinking of background designs and 
fill patterns.  Keep a notebook where you can draw 
whenever you want.  Draw in the margins of your notes 
from work.  Keep your mind open to new designs.

Here are a few fill pattern ideas for you to practice:

1.  Rocks - quilt tiny circles then large circles.  Make sure all 
the sides touch and it looks like the floor of a creek bed.

2.  Flames - quilt up to a point, make the point jagged, 
quilt back to the bottom, make the bottom jagged.  Go 
up and down over the block making it look like flames.

3.  Water - similar to flames, but quilt back and forth 
horizontally.  Keep the edges rounded and do a little swirl 
every now and then.  Just back and forth.

4.  Leaves - quilt three leaves together, sew out of this with 
a loop to get to another leaf.  You can add flowers or 
larger leaves to this.

5.  Overall leaves - quilt the leaf design, then go back 
and echo it about a quarter inch away, then echo quilt 
it again.  You can do this five or six times, then quilt a new 
leaf and echo it.  No loops, just leaves over and over.

6.  Peacock feathers - similar to the leaves, but make an 
oblong circle like a teardrop.  Echo it over and over, then 
make another loop and echo it over and over. 
 
7.  Tiny loops - a great alternative to stippling when you 
want something to really POP.  Quilt very tiny loops then 
quilt another loop, then another, filling the background.  
Adds variety.

8.  Swirls - these can be done very tiny and close for the 
background of an applique block or large swirls over the 
entire quilt.  Great for bodies of sheep.  Swirls are the best!

9.  Wind - back and forth adding a swirl on the end of the 
‘wind’.  Make the swirls on the same side so it will resemble 
the wind blowing in one direction.  Great for snowman 
quilts when the snowman are wearing scarves all hanging 
in the same directions.

Study the following pictures to learn new fill patterns you 
can add to your quilting skill set.
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Oak Leaf fill pattern and fire fill pattern by the star

Two different fill patterns in adjacent blocks.  Use lots of 
different fills so each block has its own personality.
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Peacock fill pattern.  Notice the oak leaf that is quilted on 
top of the fill with variegated thread.  It is very subtle, but 
helps tie it in with the rest of the quilt.

Swirl Fill Pattern
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This is a continuous line fill on square blocks

There are swirls, fire, wind and other elements in this 
picture.  This shows how you can combine several 
different fill patterns to bring your quilt to life.  Even though 
the fill pattern might not seem significant, they all combine 
to transform your quilt from a ho-hum quilt to something 
you can really be proud of.

Borders

Oh yes, the borders need to be quilted, too.  Sometimes, 
you may want to disregard the borders as being a 
different part of the quilt, and quilt the same design over 
the borders and the center of the quilt.  But, sometimes 
the borders really frame the quilt, and need to be 
highlighted.  



86  |  Lesson Three Machine Quilting Magic  |  87

It’s great to be 
able to quilt 
across the top 
and bottom of 
your quilt in one 
time without 
stopping and 
starting, but 
what do we 
do on the sides 
of the quilt?  
There are a few 
ways to deal 
with the side 
borders.

1.  Just quilt the borders as you are quilting the rest of the 
quilt.  If you are using a different design and thread color 
in the border, just change the thread and quilt it before 
you roll the quilt.  Yes, it’s changing thread a lot, but the 
quilt will lay nice and flat if you just quilt these as you are 
quilting the rest of your quilt.

2.  Quilting all the borders first by quilting the top and 
bottom border, then turning your quilt to quilt the side 
borders.  There are many problems with this method and 
you will probably get puckers on the back of your quilt 
because the center isn’t quilted.  Little tucks can happen 
- usually in the quilt back where you cannot see them until 
you are finished.  It’s easy to end up with extra puffy fabric 
in the center of the quilt when you quilt the borders of the 
quilt before quilting the center.

3.  Quilting the center of the quilt first, then going back to 

quilt the borders.  Sometimes you can take the quilt off to 
quilt the side borders.  Again, fabrics may shift when you 
unpin and turn a quilt and you may make problems for 
yourself with puckers.

4.  Quilt the top border, then quilt the quilt center then 

quilt the bottom border.  Then turn the quilt and quilt the 
side borders.  This will keep your quilt flatter, but you may 
still get puckers when you quilt the side borders.

As you can see, my favorite (after years of experience of 
trying all the ways) is just to quilt the borders as I go along, 
changing thread colors often if I need to.  I don’t care if I 
can only quilt little bits on the side borders.  I just don’t like 
to roll back and forth to try to get larger spots  quilted.  

Swag Border
Here is how Kathy does it:

Stand in front of your quilting frame.  Start right at the belly 
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bar at the left of your frame and start quilting that outside 
border.  Quilt your design (say it’s swirls) up until you need 
to turn the corner to quilt the top border of your quilt and 
keep sewing.  Quilt all across that top edge and turn the 
corner and come down until you have no more quilting 
room left.  Then, quilt the next border the same way.  You 

may need to roll your quilt at this point.  After you’ve rolled 
the quilt so that top border is out of the way, go back and 
quilt the tiny left side border - maybe just 5-6 inches of it.  
Clip your threads, and do the same to the tiny right side 
border.  Then go back and start quilting the center of your 
quilt. After you’ve quilted the center of your quilt and it’s 
time to roll the quilt again, then roll it.  This time, quilt the 
center part of your quilt (because your thread is already 
that color.)   After you’re done with the center area of the 
quilt, change the thread color again and quilt another 

few swirls in the borders on each side.  Roll the quilt again 
when you’re finished here, and then quilt the borders 
first this time (because your thread is that color.)  When 
you’ve quilted the little bits of border on the sides, it’s time 
to quilt the center again.

Quilting the borders this way will allow your entire quilt to 
be quilted while you’re rolling it without you ever having 
to unroll the quilt and re-quilt another part or without you 
having to turn the quilt and worry about the dreaded 
puckering.  I promise you that when you have puckers on 
the back of your quilt, you’ll do whatever it takes on the 
next quilt to never have that happen again.  
ALWAYS look underneath your quilt each time you roll it to 
make sure there aren’t folds in the backing fabric before 
you start the next part.  This can save you a lot of suffering 
later on if you can eliminate the puckers BEFORE you start 
the next part of the quilting.

Border ideas:
1.  Feathers - always an old fashioned favorite.  Practice 
feathers over and over and over - both on paper and on 
fabric.  Dream about feathers.  This can be a fast border 
after you know it backward and forward.  I always sew a 
center vine before I do the feather and then I quilt a few 
feathers on one side of the vine, then sew back on top of 
that center vine to do a few feathers on the other side of 
the vine.

2.  Feather variations - change the feather design to 
leaves on each side of the vine.  You can make fat leaves 
with a center spine in each or skinny leaves without a 
center.  Use the center vine as the starting point.  Make 
skinny pine needle type designs on each side of the 
center vine or put a flower on one side and the leaves 
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on the other, alternating back and forth alone the vine.  
These center vine designs are fast and a fun border idea.

3.  Swags - always keep an odd number of swags so 
that you can sew to the next swag without stopping and 
cutting your threads, saving time.  Mark your quilt at even 
intervals across and down the borders - or use the blocks 
in your quilt as markers.  Say you have a 4-patch, then 
an empty block of the same size, then a 4-patch, etc.  
Using the seams where these designs match up, make a 
very shallow ‘swag’ design to the next intersection.  Then 
quilt a larger ‘swag’ back to the first, then another larger 
‘swag’ back.  If you keep your swags an odd number 
(3 swags or 5) then you can always quilt the next swag.  
Great for the border on a baby quilt with small blocks.

4.  Leaves and loops - fantastic quilt design.  Quilt a maple 
leaf then a few loops then another maple leaf then a few 
loops.  Go around the entire border with leaves and loops.

5.  Vining leaves - these are leaves that are hooked 
together, one after another, without a loop in-between.  
Can be large or small, but just going directly into the next 
leaf facing the same direction.

6.  Swirls or waves - sometimes you can just eyeball where 
the swirls will go or you may want to divide the border 
evenly so your swirls are more uniform.  You can just put a 
pin every four inches and make sure you do a large swirl 
in each division then take out the pin.  Quilt right into the 
next swirl without stopping to cut threads.  My favorite 
quick border design.

7.  Seasonal quilting - quilt a flower then a loop to the next 
flower.  Alternate between a mitten then a snowflake 

until you reach the next border. Quilt a baby bottle then 
a pacifier then another baby toy.  Quilt an autumn leaf 
then a loop then a leaf.  Keep changing the main quilting 
theme then quilt loops to get you to the next empty spot.  
You can space these evenly or just quilt as you go.  They’ll 
turn out great.

Skillbuilder panels



92  |  Lesson Three Machine Quilting Magic  |  93

Skillbuilder Sampler Panels by Renae Allen, are a really 
cute panels that are pre-printed so you can learn a 
variety of quilting techniques.  The fun thing about the 
Skillbuilder panels is that you will have a wonderful little 
sampler after you are done practicing.  The Skillbuilders 
sampler panels combine freehand quilting and 
pantograph patterns, because you are following the 
printed fabric so it is like a pantograph pattern but you 
are watching the needle.  Skillbuilders really help you learn 
some quilting techniques like feathers and wreaths to 
mention just a couple.  We already have established the 
fact that you need lots of practice to learn to machine 
quilt on a frame.  Things like the Skillbuilder series save 
you time and money, because they make the pathway 
to better quilting more defined and easier to follow.   The 
Skillbuilder series is like taking a mini class that you do on 
your own.  

There are several Skillbuilder panels, Skillbuilder Mastery 
CD, and companion booklets in the Skillbuilder series.  
Click here to check them out.
Zoom in on this skill builder panel to see all the quilting 
elements you can practice on.

Doodling can be a good thing
Get a notebook that you can carry with you most of the 
time.  This will be your quilt idea book/journal.  Your quilting 
notebook will help you with your quilting.  When you 
are sitting in the car or anytime you have some time to 
doodle in your notebook, take the opportunity to “quilt” 
in your notebook.  Surprisingly enough, if you take your 
pen and draw continuous lines, your mind doesn’t know 
the difference between actually quilting on your frame 
and doodling in your notebook.  This is great for people 

that have been doodling all their lives!  ...And you thought 
you were just wasting paper!  The key to making this a 
productive activity is if you draw lines without picking up 
the pen off the paper.  When you quilt, continuous lines 
are much more efficient.  With “Home Style”, (machine 
frames, the kind that are designed to work with regular 
sewing machines), doing continuous line quilting can be 
a little more tricky, but it is still possible.  Practice doing 
feathers, wreaths or just doodling.  Anything that you 
can doodle, you can quilt.  You can draw out blocks like 
you might have in your quilt and see how you can quilt it 
without lifting up your pen.  

With your notebook, you can draw out cool designs that 
you might see in nature, on buildings or just random ideas 
that come into your mind.  You can quilt so many different 
things.  It is really just a matter of developing your quilting 
skills

Pantograph patterns

Pantograph Patterns are patterns you follow with some 
sort of stylus or laser pointer, and don’t look at the needle 
of the machine while you quilt.  Panto Patterns can be 
very simple or very complex.  We like the pantograph 
patterns from Linda V. Taylor.  She is a well known longarm 
machine quilter and instructor.  She has patterns for both 
long and short arm machine frames.    

Selecting the right size pattern is very important if you 
have a machine frame that uses a conventional sewing 
machine (shortarm frame).  If the throat of your machine 
is 10 inches or less, we suggest you use patterns that are 
no more than four inches in depth.  If you use too large of 
a pattern, then you might run into trouble when you get 

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Practice-Quilt-Panels/
http://www.kathyquilts.com/customer/home.php?cat=215
http://www.kathyquilts.com/Shortarm-pantograph-pattern-four-inch-patterns/
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further into your quilt.

Pantograph patterns should be used from right to left.  
They are also designed to be done from the back of your 
machine frame.  Sewing machines are designed to have 
fabric feed through them a certain way, (front to back 
if you are doing regular sewing).  You will want to mount 
your stylus or laser on the left hand side of the carriage, 
(When standing on the back side of your frame).  Lasers 
are very nice in that it is easier to follow a red dot than to 
follow the end of a pointer.  

You will need to determine the starting and stopping point 
for the row.  We suggest you use clear vinyl plastic to 
cover your patterns.  It will keep dust and oil from making 
your patterns dirty.  They will also allow you to shift the 
pattern or patterns that come with an offset.  By having 
each row offset, the pattern will have the appearance of 
interlocking.  Use blue masking tape to mark where you 
need to start and stop.  As you approach the stopping 
point, you will be able to see the masking tape and know 
you are ready to stop.

As you  quilt to the end of the row, you will find that the 
side tension clamps can get in the way from time to time.   
There are many ways to get around this problem, but 
here are a few suggestions.  Quilt up to the clamp and 
stop.  Move the clamp so that it doesn’t hit the machine 
needle, quilt that section, then put the clamp back in 
position so you can maintain good side tension.  It can be 
really helpful to make sure your quilt back is at least three 
to four inches wider than the quilt top.  You will also want 
the batting to be about the same size as the quilt back.  
This extra fabric and batting on both sides lets you move 
the clamps just off the quilt top, but it still has tension on 

the batting and backing.    Quilting the edge can be a 
bit tricky, but the more you do, the less you have to think 
about it.   

As you are following a pattern, as with freehand quilting, 
you will want to flow from the one end of your pattern to 
the other.  The trick here is to be able to move your feet 
from side to side without it jerking your upper body.  As 
you trace along the path of the pantograph pattern, 
you need to have a fluid, flowing motion.  If you step to 
the side, and it makes your arm jerk, then you get a nice 
little mess up on your quilt.  Just take your time and relax.  
If you are too uptight, then you are bound to mess up.  
Many quilters like to listen music that can help them relax 
and get in a flowing motion.  Kathy usually listens to audio 
books with wireless headphones, but that is what she does 
to relax.  She has gone through tons of books this way.  
She always has to be multi-tasking.  

Many pantograph patterns have swirls and points that 
can be hard to trace when you first try them.  As you 
follow the path of the pattern, remember that it doesn’t 
have to be perfect.  It is better to keep your flowing 
motion then to worry because you got off the line a 
little bit.  When I follow a pantograph pattern, my points 
are sharper and curves aren’t so blocky and the quilt 
looks better the further I progress into the quilt.  It is the 
repetition that makes all the difference.
 
I find that many quilters new to machine quilting want to 
use pantograph patterns when they working on their first 
few quilts.  It can be a little intimidating to start quilting 
on a frame, but you need to understand the value of 
your first practice quilt.  No one expects you to turn out a 
professional quality job your first time out, so why should 
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you judge yourself so harshly?  Some of the pit falls of 
relying upon patterns are:  Pantograph patterns are a little 
harder to follow than you might think.  Even with a nice 
laser, like the Gracie Laser, your eye hand coordination 
usually isn’t developed enough to get into the groove 
of quilting.  For some people, it will only take a row or 
two of following a pattern and they will be able to do a 
respectable job.  For the rest of us, it takes more practice.  
Keeping your stylus pointer or that little dot from your laser 
on the line of the pattern can be frustrating.  The best way 
to approach your quilting is to relax.  If you are scared 
that you will mess something up on your machine, frame 
or quilt, chances are you will.  So what if your first quilt 
gets rejected by the local animal shelter.  If you don’t do 
your first quilt, you can’t do a second quilt.  You want to 
keep those first quilts so you can compare them to where 
you are a month, six months or a year down the road.  If 
you are consistent, you will progress much faster than if 
you don’t put in the time.  If you are using a practice quilt 
where you can see what you have done, you can access 
your skill level and know where you need to improve.  
Have balance in the techniques you use.

Pantograph pattern instructions

Pantograph patterns are sometimes just called Panto 
designs, but it’s all the same.  These are designs already 
drawn out on long pieces of paper.  These are evenly 
spaced and you repeat the same design each time you 
roll the quilt.  Sometimes you want this design only in the 
border of the quilt, sometimes only in the center, and 
sometimes it’s appropriate to quilt the design across the 
entire quilt without regard to the pieced quilt top.

Panto patterns roll out on the quilting table behind your 

quilting frame.   Sometimes there are lines marked on your 
table so that you can roll your pattern out exactly straight.  
You may have to do this yourself.  These patterns come in 
a roll and may want to roll back up.  If you have a plastic 
or vinyl covering for your table put the panto underneath 
this clear sheet.  Otherwise, use some masking tape to 
hold the pattern flat (blue painters tape - not very sticky 
so that it won’t stick to your pattern when you’re finished 
quilting.) 

Some people have a laser light to use to follow 
pantograph patterns, some have a stylus.  A stylus looks 
like a sharpened pencil, and you use the very tip of the 
point of the stylus to follow your panto design.  When you 
are standing Behind your frame ALWAYS make sure this 
laser or stylus is mounted to the LEFT side of your carriage.  
This is the side that has the controls on the front of your 
sewing machine.  So, standing behind your frame where 
your table is, this stylus should be where you’ll be holding 
your LEFT hand.

Setup of Panto Patterns:
1.  Put the quilt on the frame.
2.  Roll out the panto pattern of your choice.
3.  Mark the left and right sides of your panto so that you’ll 
know when to stop sewing.  (Remember that you’ll be 
watching the paper and not looking at your quilt so you’ll 
want to have markers so you’ll know where to stop.)  This 
is how you mark the sides:  Put your needle down in the 
top left hand corner of your quilt.  Go behind your frame.  
Have your laser light on or your stylus ready.  See where 
this lands on your panto design.  Adjust your light or stylus 
so that it falls just below the panto design.  Get a longer 
piece of tape and put it vertically in this spot.  This will 
mark one side of the panto.  Put the needle up on your 
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quilt and slide the machine across to the other corner of 
the quilt.  Then put a piece of tape to mark this side.  
4.  Slide the machine off to the side now.  We need to 
adjust the panto design now that you know how wide 
it will be.  Does your panto have flowers?  Does it have 
a repeating design?  Is it interlocking?  If it has an even 
design, then slide your panto back and forth until you 
have an entire design on each end or make the design 
be spaced evenly in between your side markers.  You 
don’t want a tiny part of a flower on one side of your quilt, 
but a huge part on the other side.  So try to get whole 
designs on each side or split the design and get a large 
part of the design to show on your quilt.  Whatever you 
see behind the frame on that paper is what is going to be 
quilted on your quilt.
5.  You’re ready to start quilting.  Stand behind the quilting 
frame.  Slide the machine and carriage over to the far 
right.  You’re going to be quilting from the right to the 
left (in opposite direction of how you would write.)  These 
‘rights’ and ‘lefts’ are hard to explain, as sometimes you’re 
standing in front of the quilting frame and sometimes 
you’re standing behind the frame so it makes the ‘rights 
and lefts’ change direction!  The tension on the sewing 
machine works best when moving your machine in this 
direction so learn to quilt pantos moving in this direction.  
You’ll stand slightly to the left side of your carriage and 
move to the left as you quilt in that direction.  
6. Put your needle in at the place where your panto line 
starts to hit the quilt.  Take one stitch to pull up the bobbin 
thread.  You can lean this far over the back of your frame.  
Take a stitch or two to secure the thread since you won’t 
be able to hold onto the tails as you quilt a panto pattern.
7.  Moving from the right to the left, start quilting the 
design by looking down at the very tip of the stylus or 
the laser light as it hits your design.  Keep the machine 

speed turned up high and start moving slowly.  I find that 
I move too fast with panto designs and my stitches turn 
into basting stitches.   Stop after a little bit and observe 
how your stitches look on your quilt.  Either move faster or 
slower to adjust this look.
8.  When you get to the other side of the design, look at 
your quilt to make sure you stop and don’t quilt off the 
end of your quilt.  It doesn’t hurt to sew off the quilt, but if 
your design has a few turns there, you’ll find the quilt may 
get knotted up around your foot by trying to sew back 
onto the quilt, so BE CAREFUL as you sew off the edge of 
the quilt.
9.  Roll the quilt - but WAIT!  Does your panto have an 
‘offset’ mark on it?  Is it an interlocking panto pattern?  If 
not - then put your needle down in the very top of the 
quilt design - the very uppermost part of the printed 
pattern.  Keep the needle down while rolling the quilt.  
Undo the stops, roll the quilt forward, and when you see 
your laser or stylus touch the bottom of the pattern again, 
stop the rolling and lock the cog stops.  You may have to 
adjust the laser or stylus slightly so that you don’t overlap 
the previously quilted design on the next row, but try to 
space your panto designs so that there is not a noticeable 
line showing between the rows.  Some people will do 
a mathematical equation to get the exact number of 
designs, but I’ve found the best way is just to quilt them 
close together, and then you may only quilt half the 
design when you get to the end of your quilt.
10.  At the end of your quilt - you may be able to quilt an 
entire design on the quilt, but probably not.  You’ll need 
to baste the bottom of your quilt down before quilting this 
last row.
11.  From the front of the frame, take out a few pins 
and stitch the very edge of the quilt down by doing a 
serpentine stitch back and forth to catch the edge of 
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the quilt top.  Why do you do this?  Because you will 
be looking DOWN at the panto pattern and not at the 
quilt.  If it’s not stitched down, you’ll be sewing on pins or 
catching the foot on the edge of the quilt and making 
knots.  If the edge is stitched down, it won’t matter if you 
go off the quilt slightly.
12.  From the back of the frame again, you need to set 
the bottom edge of your quilt.  Put your needle in the far 
corner where the quilt stops.  Look where your stylus lands.  
Do this on the other end, too.  Get yourself another long 
piece of tape.  Mark this horizontally on the plastic on top 
of your panto where you can see that your quilt stops 
(where you slid the carriage when you had your needle 
down.)  This is going to show you where you want to stop 
quilting so that you don’t sew WAY OFF your quilt.  It’s only 
an approximate marker so that you know how much of 
the design will actually be sewn on the quilt.  

How to quilt an offset pantograph design

Some designs are made to be interlocking.  That is, 
perhaps a leaf is drawn longer in one spot over and over 
on the panto, and when it’s rolled, it falls perfectly in 
place in the next roll.  These designs are usually marked 
with big red dots saying “top of pattern” next to one dot, 
and “top of next row offset” or “offset” on the bottom dot.  
This is how you use these patterns to get them to work 
perfectly.
1.  When you go to roll the quilt put your needle down in 
the very top red dot.  Roll the quilt until your stylus is at the 
bottom of the panto.  Then, with the quilt locked in place, 
you are going to lift up the vinyl or plastic, and slide your 
panto to one side or the other until that bottom red dot is 
in the exact spot as your stylus.  DO NOT MOVE THE STYLUS 
from side to side or your design will quilt over the previous 

design.  You may have to adjust your stylus vertically, but 
not horizontally.  MOVE the pattern horizontally - never the 
stylus.  
2.  Check to see if the design will fall into place by rolling 
the carriage over the panto - not quilting, but just eyeing 
the stylus as it sews that interlocking place.  Look at your 
quilt.  Does that leaf fall into the empty spot from the row 

before?  If so, then you’re ready to quilt the next row.
3.  Quilt the next row.  You’ll need to do this every time 
you roll the quilt.  Always have the needle down.  ROLL 
CAREFULLY when the needle is down!  You don’t want to 
rip your quilt!

Will all this being said - please be patient with yourself.  
Pantograph patterns are much harder to quilt than they 
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look.  You may look at your quilt and think, “I was quilting 
hearts!  Why do they look so uneven?  They look like 
diamonds!” You may think, “when do I breathe?  How 
can I move my feet and move the carriage at the same 
time?”   Be patient.  This, too, takes LOTS of practice.  You 
may find that as you quilt these flowers or designs over 
and over and over, that you’ll be able to walk to the front 
of your frame and quilt the same designs freehand over 
and over.  Pantograph designs are a great teaching tool 
- but they are hard!  It’s very hard to follow that panto 
design smoothly as YOU are guiding the carriage.  If YOU 
move off that mark, you quilt it the very same way that 
you move the carriage.  Try to stay on the lines as closely 
as you can in order to have that same design quilted on 
your quilt.  And it is hard!  But, as you do it over and over, 
it will get easier and you may find that it’s a brainless 
occupation after awhile.  Your arms automatically follow 
the designs and you move easily.  You’ll find that you CAN 
breathe as you walk and follow lines.  And sometimes, 
doing a pantograph pattern is the fastest way to finish a 
quick quilt.  The designs are already drawn out on paper 
for you and you don’t have to decide what design goes 
where because it’s already drawn.  Just remember:   
Practice, Practice, Practice.  PPP

Templates and pattern boards

These can really jump start your quilting ability in a hurry.  
There are plastic or wooden templates you can follow 
with a stylus or if your sewing machine has a presser foot 
that has tall enough edge then you can use rulers or 
acrylic templates.   There are some individuals that are 
making presser feet that will fit machines like the Juki TL-
2010Q that will work with rulers and templates.  You will 
have to look around and find one if you want to use these 

type of tools. Usually you will find longarm machines that 
will have these type of feet.    

As a general rule, most home sewing machines don’t 
have the right foot for that type of quilting, so using a 
pattern system like the Pattern Perfect Template Guide or 
the Groovy Boards by the Quilt-EZ company offer you an 
alternative to freehand quilting.  

The Grace Pattern Perfect has plastic patterns that have 
a channel that is cut in the board that a special stylus 
rides in.  These pattern boards are like training wheels 
for your machine frame.  They are really cool, and can 
usually be used right after you get your first quilt pinned 
on.  The downside to these are the lack of extra patterns.  

Grace Pattern Perfect

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Grace-Pattern-Perfect/
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Quilt Gallery
These quilts were quilted on a longarm frame, but Kathy 
has quilted similar designs with a Grace shortarm frame.  
These are included to give you ideas of what you can do!

Spider in the corner with a back and forth design around 
the spider.  Spider webs in the borders.

These can really help you get started quickly.  If you feel 
comfortable with freehand quilting and pantograph 
patterns, these pattern boards can still help when you 
are looking for a specific pattern for your quilt and can 
afford the computerized quilting option like the Grace 
QuiltMotion

http://www.kathyquilts.com/Grace-QuiltMotion-Computerize-Quilting-for-use-on-your-Grace-machine-quilting-frame.html
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Whale Tail Border Design
Leaf wreath in center of an Irish Chain block
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Heirloom Feathered Wreath in center of a block

Heirloom Feather designs around star block



110  |  Quilt Gallery Machine Quilting Magic  |  111

Heirloom feathers around quilt blocks

Swirls or waves in a quilt border.  
Feathered Fern in the half squares.
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Continuous Hearts - great in triangle blocks or half 
squares.

Allover Swirl background design.
Decorative stitching in boot with contrasting threads.
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Back and forth, up and down, fill designs Echo Quilting Border
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Heirloom feather fill in background of quilt.
Echo quilting in leaves.

Heirloom feathers with a swirl in some on a quilt border.  
Continuous hearts in the pink border.
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Continuous Lily Design - great in half squares Double Feather in a quilt border.
Vining leaves in the small white border.

Double ribbon design in the next border.



120  |  Quilt Gallery Machine Quilting Magic  |  121

Continuous Holly Leaves in small yellow border.
Heirloom feathers in next border.

Echo quilting around white swags.

Sunflower Border
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More Swags

Final Thoughts
We want to thank you for reading our book and hope 
that you have learned some important things about 
quilting that you might not have grasped before.

We apologize if you find any mistakes.  Let us know if we 
need to correct anything by clicking here to email lynn@
kathyquilts.com so corrections can be made.  

There are too many quilting subjects to include them all in 
this book, but remember this book is specifically for people 
that use machine quilting frames.  Our design in writing 
this book is to teach you the basics of  machine quilting so 
you can get a jump start of becomming a great machine 
quilter.  We hope that you will be able to now read other 
machine quilting books and understand how they relate 
to you and your frame.

Please visit KathyQuilts.com where we sell Grace Frames, 
Notions, and Quilting Supplies.  I know this is a shameless 
plug, but we really want people to get the best customer 
service when ordering the things they want.  Click Here to 
visit our web site

mailto:lynn@kathyquilts.com?subject=I have a comment about the eBook
mailto:lynn@kathyquilts.com?subject=I have a comment about the eBook
http://www.kathyquilts.com
http://kathyquilts.com
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Appendix A - Videos
There are some topics that have been explained in 
this book but a video might be easier to watch so you 
understand what is going on.  It was decided rather 
than embed the videos in this document that we would 
include the video clips on the CD.  To watch the videos 
you can either drag and drop them through iTunes onto 
your iOS device, like iPad, iPhone, or iPod touch.  You can 
also view them when inserting the CD into your Windows 
computer and watching them in Windows Media Center.

If you downloaded the Machine Quilting Magic then the 
videos are available with a subscription.  Purchasing this 
eBook qualifies you for a free subscription.  Click here to 
visit the video library

You can find the following videos on the CD:
• How to install cloth leaders on a Grace Frame
• How to pin a quilt on your frame.

http://videos.kathyquilts.com/
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