How to Prepare For Longarm Quilting

By Carole Carter
Many quilters like having their quilt tops professionally quilted. By paying attention to a
few details, this experience can be very rewarding. There are a few tips to make your
quilt top easier to work with for the longarm quilter. Some of these tips might even save
you money if the longarm quilter doesn’t have to stop and make adjustments or
corrections to your work.

An accurate 1/4-inch seam allowance is important. The long-arm quilting
machine pulls the fabric taut and stretches it. If the seams are not strong and accurate, the
longarm rollers stretching the fabric sometimes can pull the seams apart. Use 1/2-inch
seam allowance for backings and press the seams open to distribute the extra fabric
fullness along the seam. You should also check your quilt for seam breaks. If at all
possible, place your backing seams so that
they run parallel to the way the quilt will be
loaded on the rollers. For custom quilts,
this usually means running along the long
axis of the quilt. For pantographs, it will
depend on the direction of the design.

Make the quilt fit the borders,
instead of the borders fitting the quilt. By
the time you finish your quilt top, the edge
will usually have stretched somewhat,
especially if there are any bias pieces on the
edge. If you measure the edge to get the
measurement for your border, you will almost always end up with a quilt that will not
hang or lay flat. This is a common problem with blocks set on point due to the bias
edges. To avoid this, lay quilt top on a large surface or on the floor and measure your
quilt in three places through the center of your top, average these numbers and cut the
borders this length. If there is more than 1/2” difference, square the top again. Fold the
border and mark the middle. Fold it again and mark the quarter points, then once more
and mark the eighths. Mark the quilt edge in eighths. Pin the border to the middle of the
quilt. Next, pin each end. Match pins at the fourths and eighths and ease the quilt to fit
borders. Finally, pin the rest of the border, making sure the fabric is spread evenly. Don’t
forget to “stay-stitch” the edge as soon as you’re done attaching the borders. This will
prevent any stretching from further handling. Hint for scalloped edges: Don't cut the
scallops until the quilt is quilted. Mark the cutting line clearly so the quilter knows where
to quilt, but don't cut it until you are ready to apply the binding.

The batting and backing need to be about 4 inches larger than your top on all
sides. This means a total of 8" extra in length and in width. This will allow enough room
to pin it on the rollers and attach side clamps. Did you know that a pieced top will stretch
more than an unpieced backing? So, just in case the top stretches the larger backing will
be able to absorb the difference. The top is sometimes floated over the backing, meaning
that it is only laid on top of the sandwich and not attached to the rollers. Do not baste
your quilt sandwich, bring as 3 separate items - top, batting & backing. These are loaded
onto the frame as separate pieces.




The quilt top and backing should be clipped of loose threads, both front and back
that could cause snags and uneven stitching. The longarm foot can catch in loose threads
on the top and break the quilting thread or cause a wave or wobble in the stitching.
Loose threads can also get into the wheels and encoders causing skipped stitches, and
sometimes even fabric tears. Thread breakage is the most common problem with quilting.
Reduce that as much as you can by using quality fabric backings and battings. Your top
was done with a lot of care and time so don’t skimp on the other components. Thread
breakage produces more stops and starts in the quilting.

The quilt backing and batting should be squared. Quilting does not correct
piecing problems. If the quilt is not square, has fullness through the center, or has wavy
borders you may end up with pleats quilted in to try and flatten your work. Both top and
backing should be carefully pressed. If you can’t press it flat, the quilter can’t quilt it flat
without a lot of extra work and maybe putting in some tucks or pleats. Longarm quilters
hate hearing ‘you can quilt that out’. If your quilt has C or D cups in the middle, fix them
by redoing the piecing. Lay the top out on the floor and check it for waviness.

Tell the longarm quilter what the quilt will be used for. This is important when
decisions are made that affect the way it is quilted if there are problems. A common
question comes up when a quilt isn’t square and/or has
fullness in the center or the borders. The longarm quilter o
will have to decide if it is better to quilt it flat and thus it r
won’t be squared, or quilt it square trying to ease in the
fullness by extra quilting or pleats. Knowing the final use
of the quilt will assist in that decision. Even better is to
discuss it before the quilting begins and decide if you
would rather have it flat or square if a choice is needed.

If you have pieced borders or pieced blocks up to
the edges of your quilt you must stabilize the edges with
stay stitching 1/8” to 1/4” from the edge prior to quilting. The backing and top are put on
rollers and stretched. If you do not stabilize the edge, you run the risk of the seam pulling
apart during the quilting process. Backing seams should be at least 1/2-inch and pressed
open. Ifyou don’t stabilize the edges, the quilter may need to do that for you, resulting in
an extra charge. Know that borders cut from the cross grain will stretch more than
borders cut from the straight of grain.

The quilt top should be free of embellishments, such as buttons, charms, pins, etc.
Be sure you have removed ALL the pins. Check again! Pins can break a needle and
throw a machine out of timing, which won’t endear you to the quilter and may result in
you being charged more. If you plan to have appliqués, it is better to have the top quilted
prior to attaching the appliqués. Quilting around appliqués makes the process more
difficult, and thus more expensive.

Remove all selvedge edges on backing seams and make sure it is square. The
ideal backing seam is at least 1/2-inch or more to provide stability against popping open
as the backing is stressed more during quilting. Press seam open. Selvedge edges do not
stretch the same as the body of the fabric. Selvedge edges left on seams may cause
unevenness in the top or backing as it is stretched on the frame and result in puckers that
will get worse when the quilt is washed. Understand that backings with lots of seams




may end up with pleats or tucks on the back due to the uneven stretching on the frame.
Backing edges should be straight to allow loading on the leaders of the frame.

When choosing the fabric for your backing think of the color thread that will be
used in quilting the top. If you want the quilting on the backing to be subtle then choose a
color or print that will blend with the color of the top thread. However, if you want the
quilting to stand out on the back then choose a fabric that will contrast with the thread
color. Busy fabrics help hide a lot of starts and stops and are better for most quilts.

If you want different colors in different areas of the quilt, be sure to discuss how
you want the back handled as to thread color. Most longarm quilters prefer to use the
same color on the top and bobbin to minimize the “pokies” that sometimes show. If a
color change on the back is going to bother you, be sure you discuss it. Or choose a
single color thread for the top.

Indicate the top of the pieced top and the backing on the right side so any seam(s)
on the back or directional backing will be oriented the way you wish in relation to the
pieced top of the quilt. Use a safety pin to pin a little scrap of paper on the top edge of
both pieces that says “top”.

Choosing the batting is often confusing and can be frustrating for the quilter.
Most quilters use cotton, but there are many choices available including polyester, wool,
silk, corn or bamboo. Different lofts are available too. Some longarm machines just
perform better with one brand over another. If your longarm quilter offers batting for
sale, it is often the best way to go, as you are sure the batting will work well with their
machine. But, if you have a full or wonky quilt top, choosing one with higher loft will
make it easier to take up extra fullness. If you choose to buy your own batting, be sure
you know how to care for it after it is quilted. Some battings like silk and corn cannot be
put into a dryer.

When choosing the quilting design for your quilt, if it is important to you, be very
specific as to what you want. Don’t assume the quilter will know what is in your head.
If you say you want it quilted to the edges, you will get exactly that. If you really meant
that you wanted it quilted up to where the binding will be, make that clear. This is more
important with custom quilts for show than it is for pantographs for heavy use, but it may
affect how you feel about the quilting. On the other hand, if you want something truly
amazing and beautiful, let the longarm quilter do a
custom job using what he/she thinks will look the
best for your piecing design. Often, the quilter has
much more experience in quilting design and
placement, and your final product will be
gorgeous.

Timing of the completed project sometimes
can be a problem. If you need to have the quilt
done by a certain date (for a wedding, graduation,
etc), give the quilter plenty of time to do the job
you want. Be sure to give yourself time ahead of
the expected delivery date to apply the binding. Trust the delivery date promised, and
don’t call the quilter to “see how it is going”.

Longarm quilters want you to be happy with their work. Communication goes a
long way to help you and the quilter choose the best ideas and give you the best results.




