
Sharyn Mellors applique quilt story of Alma Dinnetz – part 2 

I thought that I would introduce you to Alma the lady herself by giving you the story that is on the back 

of her quilt. In the next section, I will get back to some of the step by step process in the creating of this 

quilt. 

Alma Original by Sharyn Mellors Whidbey Island 2018 

 

We owe a lot to our earlier generation of quilters. Their life wasn’t easy but they still made beauty in 

quilts.  

This is my Great Grandmother Alma Dinnetz. I think of her as my muse. 



 

She was a quilter with a quilt frame hanging from her parlor ceiling. I imagine that is a lot like having a 

long arm today. I don’t remember seeing any of her quilts. 

I do have fond memories of her as we made Krumkaka together while she flipped back and forth 

between English and Norwegian. She was no bigger than a minute but a very strong farmer wife. She 

was born into a large family in small farming community in Minnesota to immigrant parents from 

Norway. There is a family heirloom hair wreath said to have been made by her mother of hair from all 

the children in that family. It won a blue ribbon in the Chicago world’s fair. The family story goes that 

they all died of diphtheria except Alma and her mother. She never went to school but still learned to 

read and write. As a teen she worked as a servant in a wealth household in a small town in North 

Dakota. Around 1900 she married a Norwegian immigrant farmer OSCAR and moved to his farm. Alma 

and Oscar had 8 children born but only 5 lived past two years old. 



She sent her son Halvor off to fight in World War II. He was at the D-day invasion and the Battle of the 

Bulge. Alma would go up to any service member she saw and ask “Have you talked to my Halvor?” 

Halvor came home shell shocked and Alma cared for him the rest of her live. The blue star pin is for Her 

Halvor. 

The photo that inspired this quilt was taken the one time Alma left the farm and went to the Bremerton 

ship yards to visit her daughter working there. She bought this new hat for her trip to the big city. It was 

such a departure from her sensible shoes, cotton dress and apron. 

 

She went home after two days because they were drinking beer at her daughter's house. Grandpa Oscar 

stayed the whole planned two weeks. 

The quilt background was machine pieced, the image was hand appliqued and her skin was hand 

painted with Tsukineko inks with Aloe Vera and a brush. The feather was made with a lot of thread 

wrapped around a 3 inch ruler, cut and sewn down the middle. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



Sharyn Mellors applique quilt story of Alma Dinnetz – part 3 

Earlier I touched on pattern making and the way I actually did it for the ALMA quilt. If you remember I 

did her main pattern over 10 years ago and I have changed methods over the years.  I did indeed make 

her body pattern from my original 10 year old pattern but I found that I needed more patterns to do the 

details once I got into the quilt. As happens with many of my quilts, it takes more than one photo to 

create the quilt. In many photos not all details are clear. That is when I use other photos of my subject.   

 

In the case of ALMA the photo was taken in about 1945 and she is long gone so I can’t use her as a 

model. That is when I use other photos of the person or more likely I use my husband (I call him the 

patron of my arts) as a stand in.  So even though the hands in this photo look like they are Alma’s they 

are actually my husband’s hands. 



 

As you can see in the photo I have taken a photo of my husband’s hands in Alma’s exact pose. I had that 

photo printed in an 8”x 10” size. (It can be done with smaller sized photos but you will lose some detail). 

I put a clear overhead projector page over the photo and tape them down so there is no movement 

while tracing. Because it is clear plastic it is much easier to see the detail. I trace all the edges using and 

ultra-fine sharpie and put dots where there would be a color change (shadows and highlights).   Once 

the sharpie markings have dried you can put the clear plastic on your home copy/printer machine. Cover 

the clear plastic with a white sheet of copy paper to keep the image crisp. And make a copy.  What you 

now have is a pattern just like you would find if you purchase one. 



 

Always write a word in the corner of the transparency before you make a copy. This will show you which 

version you have later. If you can read the word you have a painting pattern. If you turn the plastic sheet 

over and copy it the word shows up in reverse in your copy you now have a mirror image applique 

pattern. 

This works for the larger images great because then you just take your paper copy to a copy shop and 

have it blown up to whatever finished size you want for your project.   But there is one more step in the 

case of the hand or anything else that you didn’t trace from the original photo. The sizes don’t match. It 

will take some very simple math to fix this. Once you have the final size pattern for the main character 

(ALMA’s original pattern) pick a point on her hand and measure it. We will call that the size you want. 

Now pick that same point on the extra hand pattern and measure it we will call that the size you have. 

To get the figure for the amount you want to enlarge the pattern by, use this formula. 

Divide the size you want by the size you have that gets you the number of times you need to multiply 

by. 

So if the size you want is 10” 

And the size you have is 2” 

Then 10 divided by 2 = 5  

Tell your copy shop you want it blown up 5 times or 500% 

I have found really odd numbers when I measure, but the formula still works.  You can blow something 

up 232% if that is what it takes. Close is usually good enough just round it to the nearest percent.  Or 

sometimes the size you want is smaller the size you have. The formula still works and will give you a 

percentage to reduce the pattern by.   You just need that clear outline for your pattern. 



 

This just all seem simple but sometimes it takes thinking to get the formula straight while you are in the 

middle of a big project and it has been 50 years since you graduated high school. So just right it down in 

a way you will remember and put it on your bulletin board or in a file. 



 

 

The two photos will show you the pattern for ALMA’s face taped to my light box with the fabric taped in 

place on top of it with clear plastic between. You can see the pattern clearly through the fabric. And the 

photo of the light box turned off with main lines of the pattern traced lightly on the fabric with a 

Prismacolor pencil in Sienna Brown. This works well for faces. Test and use a pencil that will blend in to 

the final painting if you are painting. DO NOT PUT THE DOTS ON THE FABRIC. You run the risk of them 

showing through, they are just guidelines. Always have the original photo by you as a reference. I paint 

my fabric right on the light box over the pattern whenever I can making sure that there is plastic 

between the fabric and the pattern to protect the paper and keeping it from transferring somehow. I 

don’t remove the fabric until the painting is completed to the point where it can be heat set with the 

iron. I do turn off the light box periodically to see how the painting is coming.  I may go back in after that 

with colored pencils or color crayons to add shadows or highlights. You can use any number of mediums 

with this method and you can just do the eyes, nose and mouth inside the edges and you will see a 



person. When people just start out don’t worry too much about making it exactly the person. Only you 

will know if it isn’t a perfect likeness. I do children mostly. People will see a child. They don’t know the 

child so it is perfect to them. Don’t worry about it. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

ALMA - Applique method 

My go to method of applique is to pre-turn the edges and assemble the main character beforehand 

appliqueing it to the chosen background. This gives me the option of auditioning the placement and 

background.  

 

I have always done by this using reversed image freezer paper patterns ironed on the back of heavily 

starched fabric. After putting freezer paper on the fabric I go around the edges with a stylus to define 

the edges. This works much like scoring paper to get it to fold on the lines directly. Then with my iron I 

press the edges causing the fabric to form a smooth turned edge.  



 



 

I have a wonderful iron with a sharp point and wooden handle called a Hangar 9 Sealing Iron. It is 

smaller than a regular iron but bigger than the clover craft irons and it gets hot. All that said I found that 

I had to use a different method with ALMA because her pieces were so large that even with the heavy 

starch they were wobbly and went out of shape easily. I used a couple kinds of iron on stabilizers 

because she was so large I didn’t have enough on one kind. (I also didn’t have them labeled when I had 

used them last so I am not sure what I used except for one that I am kind of sure was the Appliquick 

stabilizer) I am a grab anything that works kind of artist most of the time. Because I used what I thought 

was the Appliquick stabilizer I decided to dig in my drawers of hidden treasures and find my Appliquick 

tools to use this method. (Check out Kathy McNeal’s wonderful videos that show this method either 

here on The Applique Society’s Facebook page or on Youtube.com) This method worked well by 

stabilizing the large pieces and keeping the edges turned in place while I took the time to hand applique 

this large piece together. It also held the shape while I drug this big piece through my home sewing 

machine to quilt. 

I divided the coat up in sections (right arm, left arm, upper and lower right and left sides, purse….) and I 

cut and worked one piece at a time to create a section which then I pinned to my master pattern on my 

design wall. 



 

I don’t sit in an easy chair when I hand applique. I work flat on a large work table that is covered with a 

4’ x 8’ cutting mat. This limits the distortion of the pattern when appliqueing together and on the back 

ground. Sometimes I use dabs of glue to hold them in place as I work and sometimes I use pins. It 

depends on how small the piece is and how accurate I have to be. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sharyn Mellors applique quilt story of Alma Dinnetz – part 4 

ALMA’s Hat 

 

 

 

If you recall, I started out giving myself the parameters that the quilt would be black and white and grey 

except for the skin that I would paint and the hat which would be in color. The color of the hat was 

because it was such a large part of the story. The best part of designing your own quilts is that you can 

change things at the whim of your muse and nobody will ever know that is not the way it was designed 

from the beginning.  



 

I tried out the blue hat because that was the color my mother remembers that real hat was in the black 

and white photo. Then I tried red. Not sure Alma was a red hat kind of person. Fun was never her top 

priority. I didn’t care for either one of them and decided to wait until I painted her face and the quilt 

could tell me what she wanted. It turns out that the quilt wanted black. 

The problem was how do I to create the feather? I thought about a real ostrich feather and that would 

have been wonderful. It was probably what the actual feather in her hat was but, I knew from the 

beginning that ALMA would be traveling. When you make a quilt that will travel you have to take into 

consideration that other people will be folding and packing several times. Ostrich feathers can be 

broken and mangled in the folding process. So this took some real thinking and planning to pull off. I 

needed the feather to flop so I couldn’t just thread paint one on the quilt top. If it flopped it had to be 

sturdy and stable. 



 

I made two attempts. Attempt 1: I took a 1 ½ inch wide ruler , I laid a strip of organza along it from top 

to bottom as a stabilizer and I wrapped some of every black thread I had in my studio ( and a bit of grey 

here and there) around it over and over again until it was thick. That just didn’t seem like it was going to 

be big and floppy enough. So I did the same thing with a 3” wide ruler.  

 

On the side that the organza was I ran Elmer’s glue down the middle and let it soak in good. I let it dry 

overnight said a small prayer and cut up the middle of the opposite of the ruler from the organza. I did 

this right at my sewing machine that already had been set up with black thread. As fast and carefully as I 

could I move it off the rulers and onto the machine to sew up and down the center several times. Fluffed 

it all up and there was my pluming feather. 



 

I waited until after the quilt was quilted before I attached the feather with more up and down stitching 

down the center. The hat pin is a piece of a broken earring that I glued down and then couched it on 

after it was dry. 



 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Sharyn Mellors applique quilt story of Alma Dinnetz – part 5 

MISTAKES 

I got a call one day because my 9 year old granddaughter was inconsolable over a mistake she made in 

an art project. She was under the misconception that artists never make mistakes. I don’t know about all 

artists but I know that I make mistakes all the time. Most of my mistakes make me stop and rethink 

about the direction I am going which gives me a chance to make it better. Others like the one I made on 

this background just needs to be ripped out and fixed. 

My goal was to make the background for my Great Grandmothers quilt look like a faded traditional quilt. 

I used the back of the thirties replica fabrics intending to give just enough color to make the background 

interesting but not draw your attention. I am not by any means a traditional piecer. My ¼ inch seams are 

always a mess. So I would have to say that the hardest part of my Alma quilt was piecing the background 

blocks. You can’t believe how many times I had to redo the individual blocks to make them look the way 



I had drafted them. I worked hard to make the points match in this 2’ x 6’ background. When I pinned 

the coat image against the background I discovered the green triangles lined up in a row down the right 

side are very distracting. I had to go back to the design wall. I hoped I would just have to shift every 

other row but I am also had to flip some rows too so that all 4 colors will show. It took me days to get it 

right. 

After I had Alma all appliqued down and the quilting done I discovered that the whole quilt was almost a 

half an inch longer on one side. The challenge rules were specific that the final size had to be 24” x 72” 

and of course it had to hang straight because she would be hanging in a row next to other quilts of those 

dimensions. I am not fond of challenges that require exact sizes and now I hate pieced backgrounds 

even more than before. But I love the look of the pieced backgrounds so I just had to find a fix short of 

taking the quilting out and remaking the entire background from scratch. 

 

Alma needed to hang straight and I had tried to block it which only slightly improved the problem. Even 

though it wasn’t in my original plan I decided to bind the quilt. Because the quilt is 6 foot tall I figured 

that was taller than any quilter. So my solution was to make the top binding just a bit wider at the end 

that was short. She hangs perfectly straight and is exactly 72 inches long (on both sides). I have had 



notes from judges telling me “This quilt was up for an award, too bad about the top corner”. She will 

never win a ribbon. I knew that when I made the binding adjustment, but people remember this quilt, 

and she is very special to me. 



 



Remember my granddaughter the one sooo upset because she made a mistake. She is now 11 years old. 

She was visiting last weekend and we were doing some sun painting in the back yard when a paint bottle 

got spilled on the fabric. Her response was “That is the coolest mistake I have ever made.” She just won 

her second blue ribbon and second best of youth ribbon for her own original art quilt at our fair. Ask her 

she will tell you that she is an artist and it is alright to make mistakes. 

 



 

Sharyn Mellors - sharyn.mellors@gmail.com 
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