DJ Hand Piecing tips

Here is a group of tips I collected & saved from when we first started the DJ

list, back in Feb. 1997.  They are from several different DJ quilters.  Hope

some of these are helpful to those of you who have just joined us recently!!  

   Here is a suggestion, if you are piecing by hand, iron the freezer paper

templates to the WRONG side of the fabric, then trace around with a pencil.  I

usually use a BIC disposable pencil with the fine lead, but if you are doing

Amish style (dark solid background), you may want to use a Berol Prismacolor

#949 - silver, or a Berol Verithin #753 silver pencil....or a white

Dressmaker's pencil, so the lines will show up well.  

   To make it easier to trace around the pieces, I glue a very fine piece of

sand paper into a manila file folder....then lay the fabric over the sand

paper.  It helps hold the fabric in place while tracing the sewing line.

Then, REMOVE the freezer paper before you piece.  

   IF you are machine piecing, iron the freezer paper on (front or back of

fabric...doesn't matter which)  then use a rotary cutter and an accurate ruler

(I prefer the OMNIGRID 6" or 4" square for these small pieces).  Lay the ruler

over the fabric/paper template, with the edge of the paper template at the

1/4" line in from the edge of the ruler.  Then, trim away the excess fabric,

leaving a 1/4" seam allowance all around the patch.  For some of the pieces,

you may want to trace the seam line (as above) even though you are machine

piecing.  You can trace the line, then cut the 1/4" seam allowance with the

rotary cutter.  Then, remove the freezer paper before piecing.  

Brenda recommends copying the blocks onto freezer paper, instead 

of cutting millions of different templates.  You can order "Poly Paper" 

brand of freezer type paper for quilters from Adrienne M. Johnson-

Quilting Techniques is her company.  Phone (603) 524-1381 or FAX 

603) 528-0822 for orders.  Or e-mail: qltwgn@cyberportal.net

Put "ORDER FOR POLLY PAPER" in the subject line and mark the e-mail 

with the high priority setting located in the message area of your 

tool bar. This will give it a red exclamation point making it stand 

out from the other e-mail which is a lot of 'junk' mail <smile>

Adrienne M. Johnson  18 Wildwood Rd., Laconia, New Hampshire 03246

It comes in 12" square sheets, 25 to a package (about $5), and I think 

it holds better than the FP from the grocery store.  I cut the Poly Paper 

to 8 1/2" width, and can run it through my Inkjet printer or the Inkjet 

copier at work, to print DJ blocks right on to the FP.  

     For freezer paper that doesn't want to come off the fabric, here are 2

things to try:  put the block in a plastic bag, and put it in the freezer for

several hours.  The cold is supposed to make the freezer paper condense or

shrink slightly, loosening it.   OR, go over the pieces with a warm iron, and

peel immediately.  The heat is also supposed to loosen the freezer paper.  

    When I cut out my freezer paper shapes and there are multiple pieces of

the same shape, I trace that shape one time onto the paper and fold the

freezer paper so that when I cut that one traced shape I will end up with the

required number of paper pieces. You will need to staple inside the shape

otherwise the paper will shift while cutting and the shapes wont be totally

accurate. You can also reuse the freezer paper several times before it loses

it's ability to stick.

   In my experience, finishes on the fabric, eg: starch and sizing, interfere

with the adhesion of the freezer paper.  I've done tons of freezer paper

applique aand found the best adhesion comes with pre-washed, untreated

fabrics.  

   It also seem like freezer paper 'likes' some fabrics better than others.  I

follow the same steps preparing my fabric and the freezer paper holds tight to

some fabric and blows off of other fabrics.

   When cutting out your pieces, leave a half inch seam allowance around all

'outside' pieces.  This gives you extra insurance in case your pieced block

comes out just a little smaller than it should have.  After the block is done

& pressed, you can trim away any extra fabric.  (I make "hash marks" around

all the outside lines before I cut the FP pattern apart, so I will know which

pieces are around the outside edge & get the "extra" seam allowance when I cut

them out.) 

    A "page protector" is a good place to store your block pieces until you

are ready to stitch them together.  I am keeping mine in a 3 ring binder

(notebook), one page protector for each block.  I am also printing out our

notes/tips and keeping them in the same notebook.  

   There are a number of small circles in the blocks.  A "circle template" is

an inexpensive plastic tool to make drawing the circles easy and accurate.

Mine is made by A. & W. Products Co. Inc.  of NY.  It cost .89 and has "holes"

to draw circles from 1/16" to 1 1/2"   These templates are usually available

at office supply or art supply stores.  

    Another "tool" to look for in the office or art supply store, is a 1" by

6" C-Thru ruler.  These cost about $1.00, and have the red grid lines, 1/8"

apart, just like the larger 2" x 18" "Quilter's C-Thru Rulers".  The small

size is perfect for tracing the DJ blocks, and much easier to fit into a tin,

ziploc bag or sewing basket.

   When marking around the freezer paper (for hand piecing), make a definite

"dot" at each corner.  This way you will know exactly where the seam should

start & end.  If you just "trace" around the freezer paper, its easy to

lighten up at the corners, and then when you go to stitch, you aren't quite

sure where the "end" should be. 

    I am using Mettler 60 wt. 100% cotton, silk finish thread for both my

applique & piecing.  This is a very fine thread, some use it for machine

embroidery/applique.  Much easier to thread through those John James #11

sharps (applique needles)- and it doesn't add any bulk to the seam, which a

heavier thread can.  I also love Jeana Kimball’s tiny appliqué pins for both

appliqué and hand piecing!! 

    When pinning your pieces (for hand piecing), place the pins parallel to

the sewing line.  This will hold the 2 seam lines exactly together.  If you

put the pin in perpendicular to the sewing line, it will often shift one of

the fabrics down a bit, so the seam lines don't match.  

    Usually in hand piecing, you leave the seams "free" so you can "press the

seam any direction".  I think with these small pieces, it is easier to sew

them down, just as you would if you were machine piecing.  Especially good for

seams which are at the outside edge of the block.  If you "sew off the edge"

it will be more stable when it comes time to assemble with sashing, etc. 

    I have 2 kinds of mini "flannel boards" to lay my pieces out as I am

working on a block.  These can be used for hand or machine construction.  One

is to take a "manilla file folder" and glue a piece of flannel, dense cotton

batting or dense fleece type batting to one side of the folder.  Lay your

block pieces out on the flannel.  You can close the file folder to transport

the pieces or protect them til the next time you stitch.   OR:  cut a piece of

sturdy corrugated cardboard (about an 8" square is good for these little

blocks) and cover one side with flannel, dense cotton batting or dense fleece

type batting.  You can either use spray glue for this, or double stick tape.

You can cut a piece just the size of the cardboard....or cut it about 12" and

pull the batting over to the back and attach there.  I lay the pieces out in

order of the finished block.  This helps avoid sewing the wrong pieces

together!!  

   Hand piecing tips:  don't start with too small a seam allowance (a full

1/4" is good)...trim it AFTER you sew the seam.  This gives you more to hold

on to while stitching.  Take tiny stitches...and take a backstitch about every

1/2" , especially important on short seams like K-2 has.  I have started doing

"mock machine piecing" and sewing PAST the end points (but not completely off

the edge, as you would by machine), whenever possible.  If you are going to

set in a triangle, etc, of course, you can't do this.  This way, I don't have

a knot at the corner, which is where the pressure is put on the seam, and

sometimes that knot will pop through to the front.  I also backstitch a few

stitches at the beginning & end, to be sure the seam is secure.    

    I have been sewing my seam allowances down, pressed towards the dark

fabric usually....as I would do if I were machine piecing the blocks.  I feel

this is making a stronger piece (No seams flopping around on the back).  It

actually makes the blocks easier to press, as the seam allowance is already

anchored in that direction.  

    Some of these tips aren't the "conventional" way to piece, but I like to

take what I see working well from one method, and adapt or apply it to

another.  I don't think there is any reason that our hand-pieced blocks should

be any less sturdy than a machine pieced block (and I also don't believe in

using the machine as a scapegoat for poorly matched points, etc :)   

    Hope some of this info might be helpful!!  I tell my students that you

have to try different methods & then pick the one(s) that work the best & make

sense to YOU!   Karan-Jane 

   Here is a suggestion for blocks like K-2 (which I think looks more like

Grandpa's Checkers than Chickens!!)....   instead of reading this as

horizontal rows of squares to be pieced together, break it up into little

blocks.  K-2 breaks up easily into 4 Nine Patch blocks.  I have found that it

is much easier to keep long rows of squares (as in a Colourwash or Watercolor

quilt, for example) in straight lines, if you sew them as "blocks" of 4

patches or 9 patches- instead of 18 little squares in a row.   Don't know if I

am making this clear, will try to illustrate:  

horizontal row  Row 1   XOXOXO    my way: 
Row 1   XOX   OXO

method:            Row 2   OXOXOX                 
Row 2   OXO   XOX   

                         Row 3   XOXOXO                

Row 3   XOX   OXO  

next step for horizontal rows would be to sew the rows together.  Next step

for my way, would be to sew the 3 short rows into a Nine Patch block.  Then

sew the 2 Nine Patches together.   

   With this method, you are dealing with shorter seams, and there is less

likelihood of stretching the row out of shape when sewing or pressing.  

   So, for K-2, you would make 4 Nine Patches, then sew them together for the

center, then add the borders around.  Karan-Jane 

< There is a good web site by a lady who only pieces by hand.  I do both, but

I get better results by hand than by machine, b/c I just haven't done enough

machine work yet.  her name is Candy Goff.  It is:

 http://www.handquilter.com/ >>

april, thanks for posting this site.  visiting is equal to a day class.

wonderful information and pictures.

There were several messages about using the background fabric, how much to

buy, etc., and I thought I'd pass along the way I use my background fabric

for these blocks.  I cut several strips in various sizes  3/4", 1" (a lot

of these), 1 1/2", 2", 2 1/2", 3" and 5".  I have found that most of the

pieces for the DJ blocks can be cut from a strip this size.  I also have a

little plastic basket (about 3" x 5") on my cutting table.  Any scraps or

ends of the strips are kept in here until I can use them for something.  I

don't think I've thrown away more than a few threads or shreds of my

background fabric.  It also makes it more convenient than cutting pieces

from a large piece of fabric.  (zuella) 

I have a hanging file I've used forever in my office(s), but is now retired

like I am.  Each row has its own file.  I have the copies of the patterns

in the proper file, and as I find a fabric that I want to use for a certain

block, I put it in the file also.  I have files for the four sides for

triangles and one for the corners.  It keeps things kind of in order. (zuella)

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------

From:   Jinny Beyer[SMTP:jbstudio@inter-look.com]

Sent:   Sunday, January 18, 1998 9:07 PM

To:     Eric & April Mathis

Subject:    Re: hand piecing questions

Hello April,

I was away, and now wonder if you have had your baby. I appreciate your

nice comments about the web page. Check back to it in a few days, there are

a lot of changes going up. I'll try to answer your questions.

>Thank you so much for sharing your knowledge via the web site.  I have

>recently re-discovered the joy of hand piecing, and I have a few (make

>that several) questions.

>

>First, I am looking for a good quality 100% cotton thread to piece with,

>and unfortunately, other than quilting thread (that is glazed), I have

>been unsuccessful.  What thread do you use, and where do you purchase it?

I use Conso heavy duty thread. I think it is listed on the price sheet of

my web page. If not let me know. We can send you a price sheet. I use it

for all my hand piecing and sometimes for quilting. I haven't found a

thread I like better and I think it is a real bargain. The thread comes in

2 oz. tubes....that is a LOT of thread. It takes me a few years to use up a

spool. The tube sells for $4.20. Compare that with regular thread which

costs close to $2.00.

>Second, b/c some threads are thicker, what needles do you use that are

>thin enough, but have large enough eyes to accomodate the thicker thread?

I like Clover Gold Eye #12. The eye is bigger than a lot of 12's and the

needle is nice and sturdy. To thread small needles easier, hold the thread

very tight and cut it at an angle.

>

>Third, do you have any tips on pressing blocks?  Do you press as you go,

>or after the block is completed?

I sort of finger press the seams as I sew and then wait until the block is

finished and press it all at once, from the top.

>

>Fourth, I have been using freezer paper templates for the blocks that I am

>working with.  Do you have any tips on making templates?  I am currently

>working on a project from the book,  Dear Jane that has 255 different

>blocks, so I am finding that freezer paper is the most economical.  I am

>using 3/16" seam allowance because the blocks are only 4.5".

I use a plastic see through material for templates, but when working with

blocks the size you are, the freezer paper probably is good tool

>

>Fifth, do you know of other hand piecers that are online?  Do you know of

>any group bulletin board?  I have browsed through Candy Goff's web page,

>but otherwise, I am finding information on this peaceful activity to be

>scarce.

No I don't know of any such group.

>

>Finally, what tools, or ideas do you have that make your work easily

>portable?  I have a 2 year old son, and another baby due in 2 weeks, and I

>know that my time is limited.  I might only have small snippets of time

>here and there to work on projects, so portability (even at home) is

>important.

I have some great scissors that fold up and fit into a small leather case.

The hole in the tube of conso thread is just big enough to fit my thimble

so I use it as a thimble holder, and I carry my piecing and supplies around

in zip-lock bags (smaller baggies for the pieces for sewing that fit into

the larger bag.  We just recently found two great products that we are

ordering to sell at the Hilton Head Seminar. One is "project pouches" which

are heavy plastic zipper envelopes, about half again larger than a gallon

zip-loc bag and I am switching from plastic bags to that, because in time

the plastic bags get worn and holes. The other item is a "notions tote"

that will fit into the "project pouch" This has zippers, pockets, etc for

fabrics, needles, etc. When I go places I have pieces cut and ready to sew

and the bag I carry everything in is no larger than the zip-lock gallon

bag, so it fits easily into a tote bag. The project pouch will be slightly

larger, but still easily portable.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

I am very well pleased with the way my points meet. I'll try to describe how 

I do it (but will probably not succeed :-)

First : I pin excessively. I use the appliqué-pins for my Janes. The ordinary 

ones 

seem so immensely long for these tiny pieces when you have the small ones.

Then I draw around the freezer-paper on the back-side of each piece

(probably as everyone else does), making sure that every corner is as

exactly marked as I can do it. 

I never sew into seam-allowances (makes for easier pressing as well).

Where seams are supposed to meet I pin (and eventually sew) "diagonally". 

I'll try to explain : Piece AB and piece CD have to meet in a sharp point.

This means that AC have to be exactly opposite one another and BD have to be

exactly opposite one another. Sew up to the point. Go from exact-corner of A

to exact corner of D (!). Go back through the seam-allowance (not over) to

piece C and then from exact corner of C to exact corner of B. You now have

sewn a cross between these corners. Does this make sense at all ?

That is the least bad way I can describe it for now, and more often than

not, it results in what I consider to be pretty sharp corners :-)

It works for me, but I would love to hear whether there are any other tricks

on how to do it.

Hugs

Tilde in Copenhagen

Hi,  I recently attended a DJ seminar with Brenda Papadakis as 

instructor......

how great and how much fun.  Anyway.  A couple of tips I use that I picked 

up in seminar are:   Paper piecing by hand on lightweight tearaway.  Love it. 

Great for traveling. I never hand pieced before (just a little) and this 

method sure helped me out.

Joyce in Montana

First, pieced curves: 

the first thing I do when making my templates is to draw the section of the 

block that I will cut apart for templates and make a couple of hash marks 

along the curves that go into both pattern pieces (on C-5 I would probably 

make two or three. This way when I cut the templates apart, the hash marks 

will be on both templates. Now, when tracing the template onto your fabric, 

include the hash marks in the seam allowances, this will help you line up the 

curves correctly. You will want to pin the pieces together so that the curve 

goes away from you when you hold the piece in front of you Pinning:  when 

pinning two pieces of fabric together, I first place a pin at the end of the 

line which I will be stitching, leaving the pin in perpendicular to the 

fabric, in other words, I don't bring the sharp end back through. Then I take 

a second pin and put it through the fabric right next to the first pin, 

bringing that pin back through the fabric. The first pin stabilizes the 

fabric, preventing the "back" piece from shifting down when the pin goes back 

through to the front. I then repeat that process where I will begin my 

stitching and at every hash mark. If the curve is very deep, I may pin more 

frequently. I find this method  helps me to successfully hand piece curves.

Linda in GR  (Lindaingr@aol.com)

This is an important email I saved from BAKINFTC@aol.com

The sashing between each blocks is 1x5. I would suggest you sew on the 

sashing as you finish your blocks. If you don't, then trying to sew on 160 of 

those buggers is very BORING and tedious. Sew the sashing on the right of 

each block, except for the last block of each row. The sashing between rows 

is 1x (4.5x13) (do your math). I marked my sashing every 4.5 inches, then .5 

in then 4.5 inch, and so on. Then there's the sashing around the whole 

perimeter of the 169 blocks. That's 1/4" (3/4" cut). Hope that helps.

    Here is a sneaky trick to get those points in the center to line up, for blocks 

like G-8 & H-11.

    First, piece the 2 halves as usual.  Trim the seam allowances slightly to

reduce bulk at the center.  Then, instead of sewing half A to half B, pick 

up half A and fold under a 1/4" seam allowance right at the center point, and

then back about 1/2" either way.  You can pin or baste this down.  Lay half 

A on top of half B, lining up the center points.  Pin.  Then Applique, 

starting about 1/2" from the center, through the center & about 1/2" beyond. 

With the center appliqued together, you can then flip the pieces, right sides 

together & piece as usual.  Have found this to be a good way to make those 

centers "behave" :)   Hope this makes sense to you!!

Happy Stitching...Karan-Jane

