
How to Load a Quilt on your Tin Lizzie 18 Frame 

Loading a quilt can be a tricky thing. You aren't sure what order to put the quilt on. Do I put the batting on the 

bottom roller. Is it okay to ___________? (You fill in the blank.) 

First of all, if it works for you then you aren't doing it wrong. There may be ways to do it better, efficiently (if you 

care), simply...but if it works...? 

You can easily load a quilt on your frame in 45 minutes to an hour. Work carefully and pay attention to what you 

do. Moving to quickly could easily result in creases or a quilt that is crooked. 

 

Your Quilt Top  

 

 

Your first step will be to unroll the bottom 

roller about 18" so the leader is hanging 

down. 

If you've marked the middle of all your 

leaders you want to be sure that they are 

visible. 

Be sure to press the middle of your quilt. 

Lay your quilt over the machine so the top 

is hanging down off the back of your ma-

chine and the front is even with the bottom 

of the leader you have hanging down. 
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Line up the quilt top with the edge of the 

leader and place your first pin right in the 

middle. 

Starting in the middle ensures that you 

aren't accidentally sliding your quilt to the 

right or left. 

Move from the middle out, whether to the 

left or right doesn't matter. 

Notice that my pins are placed head to point 

and that I've rocked my pins to pick up two 

notches of fabric. This creates more stability 

so your quilt isn't moving around during 

quilting. 

Now gently lift your top up and drape 

the rest of it down the back of the frame. 

You want the leader to be taut and eve-

rything laying flat. 
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This is what it looks like at the back of the 

frame. 

Why do I do this? As I roll the top and, conse-

quently, the back onto the rollers it creates a 

natural resist across the complete quilt top. 

The result is a nice even quilt top. 

Another benefit, you get to see how well your 

(or your customers) piecing was. I love work-

ing out areas that I need to work on. Did I pull 

the bias too much? Do my borders ruffle? 

What did I do that caused that area to pucker? 

A quilt that is well pieced and pressed will lay 

really flat with no wrinkle, ruffles, puckers or 

areas that need to be fixed with quilting. 

Now start rolling the bottom bar. In this 

photo you see the creases starting to form 

in the leader. You will want to flatten these 

out as you go. Why? It's like a small snow-

ball rolling down a hill. Creases become 

bulges and bulges will definitely skew 

your quilt top. 
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Here it is nice and straight. Be sure to 

check both sides. Straighten the quilt as 

you go, flattening any little wrinkles but 

gently pulling on the sides. 

Here you can see where the top is rolling on 

to the pole. Notice the edge of the quilt on 

the bottom pole. The top is feeding on to it 

very nicely and evenly. Ideally you want 

every quilt to look like this on both sides. 

This is an excellent indication that the piec-

ing was done beautifully. 

Here you can see that the top is starting to 

roll unevenly. When you pull on your pieces 

while piecing (you know, to get those per-

fect points) this is what happens. 

I actually quilted a quilt for a lady who had 

never made a quilt, used all the wrong prod-

ucts and her quilt was more crooked than a 

dogs hind leg (as my dad would say). It was 

horrible quilting it. 

This quilt is a dream in comparison. 
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Eventually, in rolling the quilt onto the pole, 

it will no longer lay over the top pole. At 

this point I simply bring it forward and let it 

hang down the front while I work on the rest 

of the quilt. 

After the back is on the machine and the top 

is brought back up there will be some fine-

tuning but at this point you don't need to 

worry about it. 

Now, with the back you do much the same 

thing as the top. Lay it over the top pole with 

the right side facing down and the wrong side 

facing up. Pin it, from the middle out, along the 

bottom edge of the backing to the leader. 

You will then roll it up, just like the top. There 

have been times when I've been unable to start 

quilting to have left both the top and the back-

ing hanging down the 

front of the machine until I can start. 

To attach the backing to the backing leader you 

will match the middle of the backing with the 

middle of the leader and pin it here. 

Then, just like the other times pin from the 

middle out, one side at a time. 
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You'll notice in this picture that I've pinned 

the left half of the backing and that every-

thing is really loose. 

And here it is pinned across the entire top then 

pulled taught. 

It is hard to describe how tight your backing 

should be. You don't want to over tighten but if 

it's too loose you're going to have a hard time 

quilting. 

Some pointers: 

It needs to lay flat with no dips in it. You should 

be able to roll the backing pole at the front of the 

machine at least one, preferably two notches. 

Let's finish putting your quilt on the frame! 

This is what your frame should look like now. 

The back is flat and tight, but not too tight. The 

top hanging down. 

You are now going to be putting the batting onto 

the frame. 
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A note about batting: pre-packaged batting is often folded tightly enough to become distorted. Especially polyes-

ter. You need to very careful how you put these on the frame. If you are not gentle enough you can rip holes in the 

batting. 

 

 

 

 
 

Bring the top edge of your batting through 

the rollers from the back. You want to do this 

gently. I've pulled too hard a couple of times 

and ended up with dents in the batting. 

Even all the batting out, straightening the 

edge, smoothing creases and folds. This is a 

good time to adjust the batting. You want to 

the edges of the batting to be wider than the 

top. 

Look at both edges of the top, eyeball the 

batting, both the bit hanging through the 

rollers and the batting hanging behind the 

top. If it looks like it'll roll unevenly this 

will be the time to fix it! 

This is an example of it being even on the 

left (picture above) and yet uneven on the 

right. The bottom corner of the quilt top 

doesn't line up with the batting. 
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Bring the rest of the batting up onto the top of 

the backing. Adjust where necessary again. 

Be sure to flatten out between the rollers as 

well as on the top. Don't want wrinkles the first 

time you roll the quilt up! 

We're getting near the end now! 

Bring your top up. I always bring it up as far as 

it will go. Gently, of course. There's no need to 

be stretching the top at the moment. 

By doing this I'm checking for: 

1) how even the top is. 

2) how close to the top of the backing does the 

top need to be? 

3) imperfections in the quilt (one side is higher 

than the other, ruffled borders, etc) 

When I'm done checking the above, I move the 

top down between one and three inches. It de-

pends on how big the backing is, inaccuracies in 

the 

borders, etc. 

I then tighten the quilt top roller a smidge. Just 

enough so the top isn't loose but not enough to 

make the top move. 

If you are using cotton batting the top will most 

likely not move anyway. It's good stuff! 
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At the middle of the quilt start pinning from 

the middle out. As you can see from the pic-

ture I pin about an inch down. You will be 

stitching along the very top edge of the quilt 

and the pins will be removed. 

There's nothing really special about this pin-

ning. You don't need to put them tightly to-

gether or even "grab" a lot of cloth. The goal 

is to hold the top in place while you get the 

stitching in place. 

This picture is from the middle of the quilt to 

the left. 

This picture is from the middle of the quilt to 

the right. 

It does need to be noted that throughout the 

whole process my pins are all facing the same 

direction. That way, when I run my hand 

across the rollers or top I know what to expect 

throughout the whole process. 

Practice pinning in one direction. You'll de-

crease your chance of pin pricks significantly! 
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Now to sew your top down. Put your needle 

down in the corner you are most comfortable 

with. I am right handed and starting in the left 

hand corner is the most comfortable for me. 

Lock your stitch and sew within 1/4" along the 

top edge. 

Here's what it should look like. Continue 

along the top to the opposite edge of the 

quilt. 

This is about the half-way point of the quilt 

top. 

I usually run the fingers of my right hand 

just in front of the hopping foot to keep the 

fabric from flipping forward and causing a 

pleat. 

You may find, with waving borders, that it 

just isn't possible and you may get a pucker 

or two. This stitching line can be removed 

once the quilt is off the frame. 

Page 10 

 

© 2009 Heather Spence Designs.  



 
 

 

 

 

 

Next remove the pins the length of the quilt. 

One more thing... 

Have you ever wondered when you should 

raise your take-up roller? 

Set an empty bobbin on the bed of your ma-

chine. It should easily slide underneath your 

roller with a bit of space to spare. 
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Does this look familiar? These are the sup-

ports that hold your take-up roller. 

To start every quilt your supports should be 

set at the 3 1/2 mark...meaning three full 

slashes then the half mark after the third full 

one. 

If set here then your bobbin should slide 

under the take-up roller without a problem. 


