Using Triangles in your Quilts
I love triangles. Their potential is unlimited and they can be so simple to mass
produce. Whether the block is made up only of two half square triangles or whether
the triangles are an element in a very complex block, you can create stunning lines
with the careful placement of colour. When you use triangles in your quilts, you
have the potential to create lines and shapes to carry the eye across the quilt,
highlighting the shape and the design of the actual pattern made by the blocks
(diagram 1) or to draw attention to areas or feature fabrics (diagram 2).

Oriental Friends (diagram 1)

Diamond Windows (diagram 2)

The biggest problem with using triangles occurs when the bias grain is stretched.
When squares or rectangles are cut, they are generally cut on a straight grain. When
a square is cut into two triangles, the cut is on the bias. Both straight grains are fairly
static and do not stretch much when sewing. The bias on the other hand stretches
and stretches. This is great if you are making bias strips that you want to have bend
and curve but it is a real problem when triangles are stretched while sewing.

The sewing techniques shown in this book are designed to minimise the stretch on
the bias. When you stitch two triangles together, you tend to hold both corners along
the bias grain. It is natural to put a bit of pressure on the pieces as you feed them
through the sewing machine. However, this will stretch and distort the stitched
edge causing the finished piecing to either ‘tent’ or warp. Blocks end up as different
shapes and sizes and the quilt top will not go together easily. By stitching before the
bias grain is cut, stretch and distortion is minimised.
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How to Make Your Triangles
The technique I use is very simple. If the problem is stretching the bias, then avoid
stretching the bias! The easiest way to do this is to work with whole squares and
then cut the triangles after the stitching is done.

Half Square Triangles.
1. Cut your squares to the required size (see the chart below for calculations).
Separate half of your squares.
2. On the wrong side of the lightest half, draw a diagonal line from one corner to
another. (Diagram 3)
3. To prevent the fabric slipping when you draw on it, place the fabric, right
sides down on a sheet of fine sand paper. The sandpaper will stop the fabric
from shifting.
4. When the lines are drawn on all of the relevant squares, pair the marked
squares with the squares that will make up the other half of the half square
triangles.
5. Place the fabric squares right sides together matching the edges.
6. Stitch a ¼ inch seam allowance on either side of the drawn line. (Diagram 4)
7. Once both ¼ inch seams are stitched, cut the sewn squares in half on the drawn
line.
8. Press the triangles open and you will have two half square triangle squares
from each pair of squares. (Diagram 5)

Diagram 3

Diagram 4

Diagram 5

Cut your squares ⅞ inches larger than the finished size you need the half square
triangle squares to be. Use the chart below for many common sizes.
Finished Size
Cut square to
Finished Size
Cut square to
2
2 7/8
6.5
7 3/8
2.5
3 3/8
7
7 7/8
3
3 7/8
7.5
8 3/8
3.5
4 3/8
8
8 7/8
4
4 7/8
8.5
9 3/8
4.5
5 3/8
9
9 7/8
5
5 7/8
10
10 7/8
5.5
6 3/8
12
12 7/8
6
6 7/8
15
15 7/8
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Quarter Square Triangles:
1. Start with squares cut to the right size (see the chart below for calculations).
2. Make the squares into half square triangles as above.
3. Draw diagonal lines on the wrong side of half of your half square triangle
squares. (Diagram 6)
4. Place the pairs of half square triangles together, right sides together, with the
colours on opposite sides. For example, with the squares shown below, the
pink triangle would line up against a blue triangle and vice versa.
5. Repeat steps 6 to 9 above. (Diagram 7 shows finished block)

Diagram 6

Diagram 7

Cut your squares 1¼ inches larger than the finished size you need the quarter square
triangle squares to be. Use the chart below for many common sizes.
Finished Size
2
2.5
3
3.5
4
4.5
5
5.5
6

Cut square to
3 1/4
3 3/4
4 1/4
4 3/4
5 1/4
5 3/4
6 1/4
6 3/4
7 1/4

Finished Size
6.5
7
7.5
8
8.5
9
10
12
15

Cut square to
7 3/4
8 1/4
8 3/4
9 1/4
9 3/4
10 1/4
11 1/4
13 1/4
16 1/4

Setting Triangles
Setting Triangles are the triangles at the end of each row of blocks.
To calculate the size of square you need, use the finished size of one of your blocks.
Multiply this by 1.414 (it is okay to use the calculator here).
Round up to the nearest ⅛ of an inch.
Add 1 ¼ inches to this. Cut the squares diagonally into four, like the quarter square
triangles.
This example is for a block that is ten inches finished
10 by 1.414 equals 14.14 inches
Rounded to the nearest ⅛ is 14¼ inches
Add the 1¼ inches so you cut it into four and you would cut your setting
triangle squares at 15.5 inches square
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Corner Triangles
Corner Triangles are the triangles at each corner of the quilt. These are smaller than
the setting triangles.
To calculate the size of square you need, measure the side of one of your blocks.
Multiply this by 0.707 (it is okay to use the calculator here).
Round up to the nearest ⅛ of an inch.
Add ⅞ of an inch to this. Cut the squares diagonally into two, like the half square
triangles.
Continuing the 10 block example:
10 by 0.707 equals 7.07 inches
Rounded to the nearest ⅛ is 7⅛ inches
Add the ⅞ inches so you cut it into two and you would cut your corner
triangles squares at 8 inches square.

Flying Geese Units.
These are made by having a rectangle background piece and “stitch and flip” squares
on each corner. This is a really simple formula. The length of each unit is usually
twice that of the width. Eg. 4 by 2 inches or 6 by 3 inches. You can vary that, but if
doing so, draft the block on some graph paper and measure your units to get the
exact size.
• Cut a rectangle and two squares as below. With a pencil, draw a diagonal line
on the back of the squares and lay each one out on the corners (right sides
together) like the following diagram. Stitch on the drawn line. Iron triangle up
to the corner. You may trim away the excess or leave it in place.

•

Repeat this on the other side to create finished flying geese units.

Use the chart below for many common sizes.
Finished Size
Cut rectangle to Cut squares to
2 by 4 inch
2 ½ by 4 ½
2 ½ square
3 by 6
3 ½ by 6 ½
3 ½ square
4 by 8
4 ½ by 8 ½
4 ½ square
5 by 10
5 ½ by 10 ½
5 ½ square
This style of triangle is also used to cover corners of squares. To calculate
the size you need to do this, measure the area that the full square would
cover if you were not ironing up the corner to make a flipped triangle.
For example, if the block is an 8 inch block, you would cut the square above at 4½
inches square. 4 inches is the full size of the covered area, ½ an inch for seam
allowance. This technique is used commonly in patterns.
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