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For the first month of the quilting bee, Alissa sent a mix of 

patterned and solid fabrics to the other bee members. Her 

bold color choices of orange, aqua, and gray are a wonder-

ful example of today’s fresh, modern color combinations. For 

more about color, see Modern Color Pairings (page 99). For 

the block, Alissa chose a “wonky” spin on the traditional Log 

Cabin block. This wonky block provides a perfect introduc-

tion to improvisational, or freestyle, piecing.

Wonky Log Cabin Block
Alissa requested that all the bee members make wonky Log Cabin 
blocks—a variation of the traditional Log Cabin block, which  
has a center square surrounded by simple strips (“logs”) of a 
variety of fabrics.

Alissa’s fabric choices
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TrAdiTionAL Log CABin BLoCk And  
SoMe VAriATionS
This block is a perfect starting point for new quilters. Easy to 
make, it is loved by quilting novices and experts alike. The Log 
Cabin block has many variations, making it the perfect canvas for 
showing off your creativity. This versatile block can be used with 
all your favorite prints, both large-scale and small-scale. It’s also a 
great scrap-eater, so grab your scrap basket and pull out any coor-
dinating snippets.

Traditional 
Log Cabin

Courthouse
Steps

Square-in-
a-Square

Scrappy 
Log Cabin

Log Cabin variations

Follow the diagram for each block to see how the colors play in the 
construction. The traditional Log Cabin block uses one color for 
the bottom and right-hand logs, and another color for the top and 
left-hand logs. In Courthouse Steps, one color is used in the top 
and bottom logs and another color is used in the left- and right-
hand logs. In the Square-in-a-Square block, the center and each 
round of the block is a distinct color. Last but not least, the scrappy 
Log Cabin features a mixing and matching of color throughout the 
rounds.

Are you new to quilting and don’t have a 
scrap basket yet? How about finding someone to do a swap 
with? Maybe you have a yard of fabric that another quilter 
would trade for a load of her scraps. There are also fabric 
shops (especially those on etsy.com) that sell scrap packs.  
Fat quarters—precut 22˝ × 18˝ pieces sold at quilt shops and 
online—are also a great way to buy small quantities of fabric  
so that you can affordably get some variety in your stash.
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How to Make a Wonky Log Cabin Block

Fabrics
For your own blocks, you will need a variety of 
fabric scraps. If you have lots of strips of fabric 
that are randomly cut and varying in size (width 
and length), you are all set. Make sure you 
include some that are long enough to be the final 
logs of your blocks, 14˝ to 17˝ long.

For each block, you will need to have a center (of 
any size) and 10 to 15 strips about 4˝ wide and of 
varying lengths, which you will chop up as you 
are making the block. The number of different 
fabrics you use completely depends on your fabric 
and design choices.

Construction
Makes 1 block the size of your choice.

1. Build on the center of the block, log by log, 
working counterclockwise. Don’t worry about 
cutting perfect strips—just cut and sew what you 
think looks good. Also keep in mind that you can 
add “wonk” to your block by trimming a strip on 
an angle after it has been sewn on.

The general technique for building this block is 
the same as for the traditional Log Cabin block—
round by round. However, instead of straight 
strips, you use irregularly shaped pieces and add 
them wherever you like. Your finished block size 
can vary, depending on how many strips you add. 
It’s up to you!

in improvisational piecing, 
the idea is to cut and piece a quilt block “free-
style.” There is no need to precisely measure 
and cut all the strips. instead, you cut free-
hand and use your creativity to figure out the 
arrangement of shapes and colors that is most 
pleasing to you. There is no right or wrong way 
to do it, and improvisational piecing is freeing 
and fun. You can take this approach to making 
almost any quilt block.

FABriCS And ConSTruCTion
Alissa asked each bee member to make 2 blocks 
between 14˝ × 14˝ and 17˝ × 17 .̋ Alissa planned 
to later frame the blocks to make them 19˝ × 19˝ 
when finished. She cut 8 yards of different solid 
and print fabrics into 6˝ × 22˝ strips and also 
added some scraps of coordinating fabrics from 
her stash. She sent a varied selection of 10 fabric 
strips to each member. This was more than 
enough fabric for the bee members to make 2 
blocks each.
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2. Continue building on the block, round by round, adding logs 
in a counterclockwise direction and pressing after each addition. 
Add as many rounds to the block as you’d like, picking and placing 
fabrics in the manner you find attractive. Stop adding rounds once 
the block has reached the desired dimensions. Trim the edges of 
the block, squaring it up using the grid on your cutting mat and a 
rotary cutter and ruler. For help with this, see Squaring Up Fabric 
(page 106).

   

Variations
In making these blocks, feel free to be creative and put your own 
spin on things. The almost limitless options can result in a wide 
variety of different finished looks. Consider building one log out 
of multiple fabrics, as Kristen did in one of the blocks she made for 
Alissa. Or, add multiple logs to one side before sewing one onto the 
top, as Alissa did. Build the center out of different fabrics. Jacquie 
did just that and showed off the center by framing it with dark gray.

As you 
construct your blocks, try to 
put contrasting fabrics next to 
one another—mix up the prints 
you are using. Consider both 
pattern and scale. You might 
also want to vary the width of 
the strips for interest.

Jacquie’s block Alissa’s block
 

kristen’s block
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AlissA’s Quilt: 
Once Around the Block
The wonderful wonky blocks Alissa received from the bee 
members resulted in a bold, lively, and dynamic quilt.
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LAYouT
To learn about different layouts, see Quilt Top 
Layouts (page 108).

This finished quilt has 25 blocks. Because the 
blocks were irregular sizes, she added frames to 
make the finished blocks all the same size. Alissa 
chose an off-white fabric to showcase each block 
individually and to unify the quilt top. After 
framing, she trimmed each block to measure 
191/2˝ square. See Framing Blocks (page 109) for 
more information.

From 41/4 yards of background fabric, Alissa cut 
100 strips 3˝ × 20˝ for framing the blocks. This 
gave her extra-large strips, making it easy to just 
sew them on and trim afterward.

Because the bee members 
contributed blocks in a variety of sizes, Alissa 
had to trim down some of the framed blocks 
significantly to reach the finished size of 191⁄2˝ 
square. For other blocks, the framing strips 
hardly needed any trimming at all.

Alissa sewed the framed blocks together in a 
5 × 5 grid to create a finished quilt measuring 
95˝ × 95 .̋ This large quilt works nicely on a 
queen-size bed, adding warmth and color to 
Alissa’s bedroom.

FiniSHing
For general finishing information, including lay-
ering, backing, quilting, and binding, see Collective 
Wisdom (pages 98–126).

Alissa chose to back her quilt by stitching 
together 3 sections of fabric in her 3 main solid 
colors—gray, aqua, and orange. She made her 
design choices just by working with the fabric she 
had remaining from the quilt blocks and some 
solid off-white. She quilted the quilt on her home 
sewing machine, using an allover stippled design, 
and bound it with a gray print fabric also found 
in the blocks. Altogether, Alissa needed 82/3 yards 
of fabric for her backing, and she needed 7/8 yard 
for the binding.



19January: Wonky Log Cabin Block 

Photo by Gavin Carlton

AlissA’s thOughts  
On the Quilting Bee
i started quilting just four years ago, and it was my 
exposure to various internet communities that helped 
to get me hooked. When kristen and i started the 
bee, i thought it would be a wonderful way to 
create a community of friends who quilt. When i 
joined the bee i did not have any “real life” friends 
who quilt, so getting to know these eleven women 
through the blocks they sewed has been wonderful!

i was surprised to learn that being in the bee made 
me a better quilter. Working with fabrics and design 
requests that other people chose pushed me to be 
creative and attempt new techniques that i wouldn’t 
otherwise have tried.

All the quilts that resulted from the bee are 
amazing! And even better, i now know a group  
of women who love quilting, and modern quilts, as 
much as i do.

Alissa Haight Carlton lives in Los Angeles with 
her filmmaker husband. She has been obsessively 
quilting for four years. She is one of the founders 
of the Modern Quilt Guild. When not quilting, she 
casts reality TV shows, including seasons seven 
and eight of Project runway. She blogs about her 
quilting at www.handmadebyalissa.com.


