
EVERYTHING YOU WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT IRONING by Carol 

Patten / Big Cypress Quiters 

To Define “Ironing” 

Ironing is the use of a heated tool (an iron) to remove wrinkles from fabric. The 

heating is commonly done to a temperature of 180-220 Celsius, depending on 

the fabric. Ironing works by loosening the bonds between the long-chain 

polymer molecules in the fibers of the material. While the molecules are hot, 

the fibers are straightened by the weight of the iron, and the hold their new 

shape as they cool. Some fabrics, such as cotton, require the addition of water 

to loosen the intermolecular bonds. 

The History of Ironing 

Going way back in time, the Vikings used heated rocks as “irons”, laying the 

clothes out on a large, flat piece of whalebone. The first known use of heated 

metal to “iron” clothes is known to have occurred in China. Pans filled with hot 

coals were pressed over stretched cloth. A thousand years ago this method was 

already well established. 

Meanwhile people in Northern Europe were using stones, glass, and wood for 

smoothing. These continued in use for “ironing” in some places into the mid-

19th century, long after Western blacksmiths started to forge smoothing irons 

in the late Middle Ages. The electric iron was invented in 1882, by Henry W. 

Seeley. Ten years later, the first ironing board similar to the ironing boards 

common in homes today was patented by Sarah Boone in 1892. I love that a 

WOMAN had to finish the job…… 

Picking an Iron 

Aside from a quilting sewing machine, a good iron is the next most important 

tool in the toolbox of a quilter. People will often have their favorite brands and 

types of irons so it’s really a matter of preference and budget when you come 

down to it. Most quilters probably started off owning a conventional steam 

iron. The most common brands are 

Rowenta, Oliso, Panasonic, Sunbeam, Shark, T-fal, Black & Decker and 

Singer. 

Rowenta is one of the most popular brands and offers a wide range of irons 

from higher end, the more expensive models made in Germany, to lower end, 



less expensive ones made in China. According to online reviews, their German 

made irons are more durable and of better quality overall compared to the 

Chinese made. 

You may spend more on the better Rowenta models but the pros: 

a) They get really hot with lots of steam. 

b) Lots of heat and steam makes ironing time shorter. 

c) It is well-built and has good weight to the iron with little trace 

of flimsiness. 

d) Rowenta soleplates have a thick central core of aluminum that 

ensures quick and even heat distribution across the entire 

soleplate, no hot spots. 

e) Depending on model, 1600 – 1800 watts of power. 

f) Auto-off function shuts iron off in 8 minutes if vertical and 30 

seconds if tipped over. 

Some cons: 

a) Complaints of leaks and spitting. 

b) Too heavy for some users. 

c) Considered expensive. Expect to pay somewhere between $80 

to $200 or so. 

Oliso is a more expensive iron at around $200 but has lots of fans. It has 

“ITOUCH technology’ which lowers with the touch of your hand and lifts 

when you’ve stopped ironing. 

The pros: 



a) Iron lifts when you take your hand off the handle, preventing scorching, 

burns, and many safety hazards. 

b) Extra large side fill tank is convenient and less likely to spill while filling. 

c) Extra long (12 ft) cord with 360-degree pivot for greater range of movement. 

d) Automatically shuts off for safety after 30 mins, or after 30 seconds if 

knocked over. 

e) 1800 watts of power 

f) Three steam settings 

g) Different colors available. 

The cons: 

a) Going between using a conventional iron and an Oliso can be tricky. When 

you get used to the Oliso rising when you are done ironing, you can 

inadvertently leave a conventional iron laying flat directly on the ironing board. 

No need to explain what can happen next! 

b) Until you get used to using an Oliso, and although probably rare, a 

malfunction could occur with fabric getting caught in the rising mechanism if 

you aren’t careful. 

c) Lighter weight than Rowenta. (3.7 lbs vs. 4.8). 

Panasonic makes a cordless iron that you can usually get for under $100. This 

iron has a power base and a cover case with carrying handle. It is a multi-

directional iron with an elliptical shape which allows you to maneuver in any 

direction easily with no cord in the way. 

The pros: 

a) 360 degree multi-directional iron. 

b) There is no cord to get tangled or caught on the end of the ironing board, so 

ironing is quick and easy. It is great for quilters ironing large pieces of fabrics 

such as quilt backs. 

c) Electronic temperature control. 



d) Adjustible steam button allows you to select just the right amount of steam 

required for your ironing needs. 

e) Steam or dry ironing. 

f) Vertical steam feature allows you to direct a burst of steam to hanging 

garments. 

g) The iron will automatically shut off after it has been left on the charging 

base for more than 10 minutes. 

The cons: 

a) Some complain that it doesn’t get hot enough, or stay hot enough. 

b) Have to get used to always returning iron to base instead of standing up on 

ironing board. 

c) Complaints of leaking by some users. 

Sunbeam, Black & Decker and T-fal make irons that are low-budget (under 

$50) and if you aren’t fussy, most accomplish what they are designed to do. 

They get hot. They get rid of wrinkles. Some quilters are quite happy with 

spending less. When and if that inexpensive iron stops working properly, it’s 

pretty painless to replace it. 

Iron Soleplate Types – Ceramic vs. Stainless vs. Titanium 

The soleplate is the bottom or downside of the iron. The most common among 

all is the stainless steel soleplates. Here are the pros and cons of the different 

types. 

Stainless steel is an alloy metal of iron and chromium. The desirable qualities 

are as follows: 

a) It conducts heat very well. 

b) Evenly distributes heat while ironing. 

c) Possesses a clean surface that is easy to maintain. 

d) It is corrosion resistant therefore do not rust and stain fabrics and clothes. 



e) Very durable. 

The biggest problem the stainless steel soleplates will have over time is an 

accumulation of materials that become sticky and transfer of dirt to fabric when 

pressing. To prevent this from becoming a major issue, regular cleaning the 

soleplate is always necessary. 

Ceramic soleplates are plates made of aluminum or plastic with a ceramic 

material overlaid on it. Ceramic is a material from clay and when fired will 

become hard and brittle. The benefits are: 

a) Good heat conducting capability. 

b) Distributes the heat evenly. 

c) Prevents or eliminates statics. 

d) Stops gumming of materials to the surface at higher temperatures. 

Disadvantages of ceramic soleplates are seen with the wearing away or peeling 

with time, producing sticky surfaces when ironing light-weighted fabrics. 

Titanium soleplates made from titanium, usually alloyed with aluminum or 

iron, possess the following characteristic features: 

a) Has a corrosion resistant surface. 

b) A fast transfer of heat. 

c) Shiny surfaces that are easy to maintain or clean. 

d) An even transfer of heat. 

e) Very durable and light-weight. 

The only disadvantage of titanium soleplates is care should be taken so that it 

does not burn or scorch the cloth due to overheating of a particular surface. It 

can melt the material. 

Non-stick soleplates are coated with nonstick materials to minimize sticking 

while ironing. Materials such as polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) like Teflon, 

anodized aluminum coating, silicone coating, enameled iron coating, etc., can 

be used for this coating. The advantages of non-stick is that they clean easily, 



however the primary limitation is that the coating can degrade with time and 

peel off. These coatings are usually found on the less expensive irons so if you 

plan to replace it frequently, this may not be an issue to you. 

Portable and Specialty Irons 

Having a mini-iron next to your sewing machine while you are piecing is very 

handy and smart. It will save a lot of jumping up and down to your ironing 

board. These little irons also usually have a water reservoir if you choose to use 

it with steam. They can usually be purchased for less than $30. 

There is an even smaller sized mini-iron (Clover makes one) that is ideal for 

pressing small and delicate pieces of fabric and is excellent for fusing small 

applique pieces. Amazon has it for around $16. 

Travel irons can be used in a pinch however they are typically not designed for 

being on for long periods of time. Just be careful if you have one and want to 

use it, for they can tend to easily overheat. 

Iron Maintenance TIPS 

1) Follow the manufacturers recommendation for filling your iron with water. 

Some indicate that their iron works fine with tap water. Others require distilled 

water. However, today’s irons can handle tap water better than older models 

could. If your area’s tap water is extremely hard, you could mix it 50/50 with 

distilled. 

2) ALWAYS empty the water reservoir before putting your iron away, 

especially if you store it on its soleplate. This keeps excess water from 

damaging internal parts and leaking through and discoloring the soleplate. 

3) If the steam action in your iron begins to decrease, try the following method 

for removing mineral deposits from the water reservoir. 

a) Pour a solution of 1/3 cup white vinegar and 1/3 cup water into the water 

reservoir. 

b) Heat the iron, and let it steam for about 3 minutes. 

c) Unplug the iron and position it soleplate down on a small glass dish that has 

been placed in a larger shallow pan. 



d) Allow the water to drain from the vents for about an hour. 

e) Drain away any remaining solution, and flush the reservoir with clear water 

before using the iron. 

4) Melted fibers and sticky spray starch on your iron can snag and stain fabrics. 

Clean the iron’s soleplate with a cloth dipped in a baking soda paste when it’s 

cold, or use an iron cleaning paste like Faultless Hot Iron Cleaner ($8.00, 

Amazon.com) when it’s warm. Rinse well taking care to clear the vents with 

either a cotton swab or pipe cleaner. 

5) If your iron has a build up of glue from fusing, clean it by running it hot 

across a piece of aluminum foil, fine sandpaper, or a brown paper bag sprinkled 

with salt. If there is still residue, a magic eraser works well on stainless steel. 

Ask me, I know….. If your iron is plastic-coated however, avoid salt or other 

abrasives. 

To Steam, or NOT to Steam 

There are two camps on this subject. Some quilters prefer ironing using the hot 

steam from their steam irons. There are many quilters who believe that you can 

avoid the potential problems of leaking and spitting irons by not filling it with 

water and instead using a spray bottle. 

A quick spray starch can be made at home by slowly adding 1 tablespoon of 

cornstarch to 2 cups of water. Stir until the starch is dissolved, and pour the 

blend into your clean spray bottle. Spray fabrics lightly when ironing. 

A clear starch alternative such as Mary Ellen’s Best Press is a great product and 

is acid free; non-clogging; leaves no residue behind; relaxes stubborn wrinkles 

and has a soil-guard. You can pick it up using a Jo-Ann Fabrics coupon making 

it more affordable. 

If you are using a starch spray to iron with, it is recommended to lower the heat 

of your iron a bit, or the starch will burn into the bottom of the iron and 

possibly scorch your fabric. 

Ironing Surfaces 

An ironing board is one of those items you purchase once in your lifetime if 

you make the right choice. My mother used the same ironing board for over 30 

years by simply replacing the cover when needed. 



To evaluate an ironing board, look for two things: 

1) It should be robust enough to withstand the pressure put on it by proper 

ironing (they call it pressing for a reason – you have to press!) 

2) The ironing surface ideally should be vented so steam can easily pass 

through the fabric and the ironing board. Tables are not suitable for pressing 

because the solid surface prevents the flow of steam through the fabric. If 

moisture has no place to go the fabric will stay damp longer. 

3) The standard ironing board is 54 inches long and 15 inches wide. You can 

also purchase an extra-wide board which usually will be 51 x 19 inches wide. 

Online there are plenty of DIY instructions for converting a regular ironing 

board into a quilter’s ironing board if you are handy. An alternative is to buy an 

item called the “Original Big Board” which is carried by the online website 

Nancy’s Notions. This is used on top of your standard board giving you a large 

rectangular ironing surface measuring 22”x 59”. This board runs around $100. 

4) A portable ironing mat is handy to take to classes or retreats and can be 

purchased or easily made using Therma Flec Heat Resistant silver fabric. You 

can Google lots of DIY instructions and tutorials to make one of these or search 

on Pinterest. 

5) A wood TV table from Walmart or Target for about $10 is perfect for 

making a portable ironing table to use right next to your machine. Once again, 

there are dozens of tutorials available for doing this. A good tip I read was to 

make the cover for this table removable so you can wash it. Otherwise if that 

isn’t important to you, just staple-gun your layers of natural-fiber batting, 

fabric, and Insul-Bright Insulated batting. There are good instructions at 

“american-quilting.com”. 

6) There are other types of pressing aids that you might like to have around to 

make ironing more fun and efficient. 

a) Wool felt pressing mats come in various sizes and create a perfect pressing 

surface for quilt blocks by your sewing machine. They come in sizes that are 

easy for taking to classes, retreats, or for traveling. The dense 100% wool 

construction hold the heat, so it’s like pressing on both sides at once! 

b) Another product is called “The Steady Betty” which is basically a pressing 

surface that holds fabric down with little or no movement for a perfect press. 



These boards come in various convenient sizes and are covered in a special 

material that gently holds your fabric in place 

when pressing in order to help you make perfect seams. You can find the line 

of products at “steadybetty.com”. A 16”x16” board is $48. 

c) Teflon-coated fiberglass pressing sheets will protect your iron and ironing 

board from fusible web residue. It is the perfect non-stick pressing tool for 

applique projects. It can also be used to fuse lace and other open-weave fabrics 

without sticking. Another trick I’ve discovered is to use a sheet underneath 

your quilt block or project, plus one on top, and then iron. It seems to do a great 

job pressing something super-hot with no worries of scorching. 

d) Scorch-Saving mesh pressing cloths are good for any of your more delicate 

cottons. It works well to prevent shiny spots when you’ve used starch on your 

fabric. 

e) Try using a piece of heavy duty aluminum foil under your ironing board 

cover for a method of reflecting back heat to your fabric. It’s like ironing both 

sides at once. 

Good Ironing TIPS 

1. Just Do It. 

There’s really just one major tip you need to know about ironing, and that’s 

this: DO IT. 

Always, always iron before you cut. Whether you’re working with fabric from 

the bolt or a bunch of leftover scraps from your stash, just do it. I can’t tell you 

how often I’ve regretted skipping out on pressing. But have I ever regretted 

doing it? NO. Not once have I been like “man, I wish I would have never 

gotten the tiny wrinkles out of this fabric before taking a razor sharp rotary 

cutter to it.” Nope. 

2. Use A Little Water. 

The amount of heat and water depends entirely on the fabric you are ironing. 

Most quilters would be using quilter’s cotton which requires the hottest setting 

on the iron after linen. Ironing with moisture relaxes the bonds in the cotton so 

when the iron passes over it, wrinkles vanish. 



3. Pressing vs. Ironing 

Ironing is the back and forth sliding motion most of us are familiar with. 

Pressing is the placing of the iron on the fabric, holding it there, and then 

removing. The process of pressing avoids the continuous pressure and drag 

across the fabric which can stretch things out of shape and even distort the 

grain. As a rule, you should be pressing every single seam you sew. You don’t 

necessarily have to press each seam immediately after each step, but certainly 

before joining two seams together. 

Pressing not only helps settle or “set” your stitches, but it also smooths out any 

puckering (especially on curves). 

4. Setting Seams 

If you are having trouble sewing an accurate quarter inch seam allowance, the 

problem might not be your allowance at all… it could be a result of improper 

pressing. When we sew fabrics together, the narrow channel along the seam is 

occupied by a thread. No matter how accurate we are, the fabric on each side of 

the thread will puff up just a tiny bit and that teeny extra height, called loft, 

could become “lost” in the seam when it’s pressed to one side. 

Pressing to set the seam helps remove those little puffed up areas. Setting a 

seam will make patchwork lie flatter than it would if you simple press to one 

side or sometimes open. 

Before you press a seam allowance to one side, place the sewn patchwork unit 

on an ironing surface, unfolded, just the way it looked after being fed through 

the machine. 

Place a medium to hot iron on the patchwork. Don’t move the iron back and 

forth, simple allow its weight and heat to help the patchwork lie as flat as 

possible, setting the seam and flattening puckers. 

5. Pressing Seams to the Side or Open. 

Most quilters usually prefer to press seams to one side because a little bump 

called loft forms when two layers of fabric are pressed together along the 

length of a seam. Lofts of adjoining seams are ideally pressed in opposite 

directions so they will butt against each other when placed right sides together 

for sewing, helping to create perfectly matched seam intersections. The golden 

rule typically is to press “to the dark side” whenever possible. 



Many quilters always press seams open with good results. Some quilters feel it 

makes a seam weaker and less attractive by exposing the thread. A few reasons 

for pressing open is a) when lots of seams come together in one spot, creating 

too much bulk. b) Quilt tops are flatter when seams are pressed open. c) 

Quilting, especially hand quilting, is easier when seam allowances are not 

doubled up. 

6. Pressing bias pieces. 

When pressing pieces that have any edges cut on the bias, never let the iron 

touch those edges to prevent any stretching or distortion. A bias seam should be 

pressed with the iron at a 45-degree angle to the seam and along the straight 

grain to prevent distortion. Be exceptionally gentle to make sure your pieces 

remain true to size. Once fabric pieces have been pressed, let them cool in 

place. This will also help prevent distortion of bias edges. 

7. Finger pressing. 

Finger pressing isn’t a substitute for using an iron, but it does temporarily press 

a seam in one direction or another. It’s a good method to use if you’re unsure 

which way a seam eventually will need to be pressed. 

8. Avoid Crushing Results. 

To prevent flattening your appliques, turn an appliqued block facedown on a 

terry-cloth towel for pressing. 
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