
All Are NOT Created Equal 
 
 
As an independent quilt shop owner, I sometimes have to educate a new quilter to the difference 
between the fabric in my shop and the fabric carried by well-known chain stores or discount 
fabric stores.  They often gasp when they see fabric priced at $8.00 and $9.00 per yard because 
they know they can get it for less than $4.00 per yard at their current favorite discount store.  
Sometimes they can even buy it for $1.00 per yard at an end-of-season clearance sale.   
 
I’ve had more than one person accuse me of thinking quite highly of my fabric based on its price.  
With as sweet a smile and as soft a voice as I can muster, I begin to educate my visitor, or new 
quilter, on why my fabric is more costly than what they are used to seeing in discount stores.  I 
assure them that the fabric they enjoy in a quilt shop cannot be bought at their local discount store 
as many quilt fabric vendors sell exclusively to independent quilt shops, never to discount stores. 
 
I begin by explaining that the fabric seen in quilt shops, mine and others, is almost always chosen 
by the owner in a one-on-one session with salesmen who represent various quilt-shop-only 
companies.  We also see salesmen whose companies sell to chain stores, but I personally try not 
to buy a lot of these brands of fabric.  Independent quilt shop fabrics are hand-picked based on 
the owner’s personal taste and from listening to those who visit the shop when they voice their 
likes and dislikes.  This differs from the discount store where fabric is often times bought by the 
truckload and the customer has little, if any, voice when influencing the fabric carried in the store.  
This is one reason why our fabric is different than what one might see in a chain store and why 
we value the input and opinions of our visitors. 
 
To make it easier for our new quilter to understand why our fabric is more expensive than that in 
a discount store, I often use the example of building a house and the need for a firm foundation 
constructed from quality materials.  Without a firm foundation the house will not stand the test of 
time.  Given the cost of building a house we definitely want it to last for many decades to come 
because it is one of the largest investments we make in our lifetime.  We would never dream of 
using anything less than the best materials available to build our home. 
 
How does that translate to fabric?  Fabric also has a foundation called greige goods (pronounced 
“gray”).  The quality of the greige goods determines the quality of the fabric.  A sales 
representative once explained to me that companies often make three or more runs of a new fabric 
design using different grades of greige goods.  They use the least expensive greige goods first and 
may not use all of the inks associated with a design.  The purpose of this run is to check the scale 
and see how the design prints out.  This fabric is never carried in an independent quilt shop.   
 
After the first run the operators tweak the design and get everything lined up better; kind of like 
coloring in the lines.  They will use a better quality greige good than that used in the first run, but 
this foundation is still not first quality.  They may also use more of the inks but still not all.  This 
is the fabric usually sold to the discount stores.  When placed beside the first-quality fabric sold in 
a quilt shop one will notice that the lesser quality fabric looks washed out, may be stiffer, and the 
weave will not be as tight because of the difference in the thread count or the difference in the 
type of thread used in the greige goods.  Because some of the finishing steps are omitted on lesser 
quality foundation fabric, there is a good possibility that the colors will run when this fabric is 
washed. 
 



Fabric purchased for quilt shops is made from 100% cotton, first-quality greige goods that have a 
much higher thread count than their lesser quality counterparts.  The cotton fibers are longer and 
may be thicker than those of the second and third grade quality.   This run will include all the inks 
specified for the design and the ink will be perfectly aligned for a crisp, clean design.  The 
finishing process is also different and more complex than that of the lesser quality goods and is 
designed to aid in color-fastness. 
 
I had a lady visit us from Texas who was a member of a quilt guild there.  She related how one of 
the guild members, we’ll call her Ann, had made a quilt from fabric she had purchased from Wal-
Mart.  Unfortunately, Ann ran out of fabric before she finished her quilt.   She brought a swatch 
of the fabric to one of the guild meetings and asked if anyone had that fabric.  One of the 
members, we’ll call her Jane, said she had the exact fabric and invited Ann to come to her house 
and get whatever amount was needed.  Jane had purchased her fabric from an independent quilt 
shop.  When the two fabrics were laid side by side there was an obvious difference.  The Wal-
Mart fabric was by the same maker, of the same design and colorway, but was not as bright nor 
the design as clean as the quilt shop fabric.  Since Ann had gotten so far with her quilt and only 
needed a small amount she decided to go ahead and use the quilt shop fabric in her quilt.  When 
the quilt was finished there was no doubt that two different fabrics had been used.  In the words 
of the storyteller, “The quilt shop fabric stuck out like a sore thumb.  Not in a bad way, but there 
was a noticeable difference.”  She said she had tried and tried to explain to her fellow guild 
members why they should only buy from quilt shops to make their quilts, but her advice fell on 
deaf ears.  That is until the members saw first-hand the difference between good quality fabric 
and lesser quality fabric.  That one event broke every lady in that guild from buying fabric at 
Wal-Mart, or any other discount store, to use in future quilts.  Finally, they understood the 
difference. 
 
The old saying, “You get what you pay for,” holds true where fabric is concerned.  Another old 
saying, “Time is money,” makes you wonder why any quilter who invests hours and hours in the 
making of a quilt would do so with anything less than first-quality goods, especially if the intent 
is to be a quilt that will be used and cherished by someone who is loved, or greatly cared for by 
the quilter, for many years to come.  Think about it, if it takes 75 hours, often longer, to make 
your quilt it is going to take that amount of time regardless of whether you use less expensive 
fabric or whether you use the first-quality fabric.  Just as you would never use substandard 
materials in the building of a house lest it fall down around your ears, you do not want to invest 
your precious time and money into a quilt made of substandard materials only to have it look very 
shabby after a couple of washings, or worse yet, fall apart completely.   
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