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Quiltaholics 

Grannies, young women and men are clearly addicted to art of fabric, patterns and textures

Elaine Quehl never thought she’d become an international quilt artist. For the longest time, the 47-yearold former office administrator couldn’t even whisper the word, despite the accolades and awards she earned for her quilts. 

BRUNO SCHLUMBERGER, THE OTTAWA CITIZEN

When an art gallery used one of her quilts on the cover of its summer brochure, she conceded it was time to accept the recognition. 

“I turned to quilting over 13 years ago to deal with stress and depression and to reconnect with my mother, whom I was losing to Alzheimer’s. 

“I got so much more. I got a whole new life,” says Quehl who makes a living from her quilting and teaching. 

Quehl is one of six quilt and fibre artists-in-residence at next weekend’s annual Ottawa quilt show at the RA Centre on Riverside Drive. Visitors will see quilts by more than 200 guild members and vendors selling deliciously coloured batiks and cottons, unique patterns, books and tools. 

Be careful, though. Quilting can be highly addictive. Dragonfly Fabrics owner Linda Doyle says there is an exploding interest in the art and craft of quilting. A recent scan at Britton’s Glebe at 846 Bank St. showed almost 30 magazines devoted to quilting, including magazines from Italy, Ireland and France. Many advertise quilting retreats in Japan, England, Scotland and the United States. 

A growing number of men are picking up needle and thread. (check out Ricky Tims’s website: www.rickytims.com) 

as are the young, the middle-aged and the old. What is going on? “There are a number of interesting trends fuelling interest,” explains Doyle, a self-confessed fabricholic. “We’re not just talking about making your average grandmother’s quilt anymore.” 

Doyle sees a lot of younger people wanting to make memorable, handcrafted items. “They come in to make baby quilts and get hooked.” 

Then, there’s technology. What’s referred to as long-arm computerized sewing machines are making it easier to bind quilt layers in decorative ways. Long-arm quilting machines are between six and 14 feet long and range in cost from $30,000 to $60,000. (Typical quilting consists of three layers: the quilt top; batting; and backing material.) 

There are embroidery machines and quilting software. Pre-cut quilting blocks and die-cut shapes can make quilting less daunting and leave more time to design and pick fabrics. 

Speaking of time, there’s another reason for the resurgence in quilting. Baby boomers are retiring — with time and money on their hands and thoughts of quilting. 

Doyle recently expanded her business, renting out space to long-arm quilter Lorraine Campbell of Humming Bird Quilting Services. Campbell used to work from her basement and now has customers coming from Montreal to see her work. 

Doyle developed a love of sewing and quality fabrics at a young age, thanks to her mother, Irene Temple, a haute couture designer who used to sew for former governor general Roland Michener’s wife, Norah. 

Doyle opened her business after she and her sister cared for their mother during the final months of her life. “She would be talking about things, saying she had no regrets, that she had had a good life. It hit home — that there were still things I wanted to do, like open a fabric store that would have room to offer classes.” 

Doyle, 61, retired from a successful career at the Conference Board of Canada, opened Dragonfly Fabrics, expanding to a large shop in the Alta Vista Shopping Centre, at Bank Street and Alta Vista Drive. Her classes — whether sewing, art quilting, or doll making — are full. 
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Doyle, 61, retired from a successful career at the Conference Board of Canada, opened Dragonfly Fabrics, expanding to a large shop in the Alta Vista Shopping Centre, at Bank Street and Alta Vista Drive. Her classes — whether sewing, art quilting, or doll making — are full. 
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