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This book is dedicated to my mum, who has never once pulled a sickie and is slightly surprised that I can bake; and, as always, to Ben and the boys, my inspiration in everything and the light of my life.
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Introduction
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I began my love affair with British crafts a few years ago when I renovated my house in north Devon. I leapt at the chance to tempt everyone into the glorious world I discovered, where artisans and talented people make things by hand to love and last. You were inspired too – you joined craft groups, grabbed your granny’s knitting needles, rummaged in your sewing basket and began making things for your home, your friends and family, and together we began a tidal wave of amazing crafting activity.


During the summer of 2011 I explored the wonderful world of crafts again and took to the road to visit some of the many county fairs and agricultural shows that take place up and down the country. I wanted to discover and celebrate the things that put our British crafting nation head and shoulders above the rest.


I love country shows. They’re a celebration of our great British countryside and a brilliant day out to boot. They’re perfect for packing a picnic and taking the kids to see the animals and play on the old-fashioned fairground rides. But some of my most memorable moments at shows have been on my own: at the Royal Cornwall Show I did ferret racing (my ferret lost); at the Devon County Show I was encouraged into a white boiler suit and rubber gloves to see inside a beehive; and at the Great Yorkshire Show I found myself sheep shearing in pink knee-high socks on a platform three metres above the ground. (Photos of the shows are dotted throughout this book.)


Ever since they began in the early nineteenth century, country shows have been the best place to find out about what’s new – and old – in the countryside. If you want to keep chickens, learn how to make your own cider, or just find out more about country hobbies, they’re the place to go. I also love the fact that all the local producers of foods, crafts and farming come together in one big field, so you can really find out what’s being made in your area. I’m not alone in my love for them as six million people visit these events every year.


Another great joy of country shows is that there are competitions for just about anything and everything. First there are the animals – thoroughbred horses, shampooed cattle, smoothly groomed sheep and incredibly dapper dogs – parading around show rings. Encircling these are show tents brimming with every craft competition you can imagine – from cushions to cakes, wine-making to embroidery, flower arranging to découpage and much, much more. They attract a talented army of home crafters, who take along their wares to be viewed and judged, each one of them hoping that theirs will be the winning entry. The diversity of ideas and crafts on show at these fairs is inspiring, and the skill that goes into them is self-evident. So, although pretty sure I couldn’t beat them, I nonetheless decided to join them and scare the living daylights out of myself in the process.


The aim was to use my existing skills and learn lots of new ones in an attempt to improve my crafting abilities and bring home the winner’s rosette. Putting something you’ve made up for judging really pushes you to be the best you can, and if you’re lucky enough to win, it’s the best feeling in the world. I’m really pleased to say that I do now have some blue rosettes proudly displayed on my mantelpiece, and I even managed to get ‘Best in Show’ for one of my efforts. If, like me, you’ve got a passion for crafts, there’s always a competition you can enter and I cannot recommend the experience highly enough.


To help me get up to scratch, I again enlisted the help of some of Britain’s most talented and passionate crafts people. Sharing skills and encouraging others to learn and develop those skills is a proud part of the British crafting tradition: I really couldn’t have achieved anything without their dedication, support and enthusiasm. They were truly inspiring and gave me the confidence to go for it.


In that tradition of sharing I hope this book opens your eyes to many new or different crafting skills and encourages you to learn and use them. Having been given the chance to turn my hand to a whole range of crafts, I can completely appreciate the skill, time and love that goes into every single one of them. Of course there are certain crafts that will always have a special place in my heart, but trying out different ones was absolutely fascinating and showed me that skills from one discipline can often be applied to others.


What I love most about crafts is that you don’t have to be a great artist or skilled practitioner to make a success of them. If you can wield a pair of scissors, you can do paper crafts; if you can tell one colour from another, you can tackle flower arranging or machine embroidery. Disregard anything negative that people might have said in the past about your abilities; I guarantee there is a project here for you. All have been carefully chosen to present you with an enticing range of activities, and each takes you through the crafting process step by step. Whether you’re a beginner or seasoned pro, I hope they prove that you can give everything a go and expect good results.


My love of all things British and the handmade has driven both the TV series and this book that accompanies it. Join me as I delve once again into the wonderful world of crafts, but be warned – it’s addictive!
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TOP TIPS FOR CRAFT FAIR COMPETITIONS



Read the rules. I know it sounds obvious, but however brilliant your entry, it will be marked down if it’s not what they asked for.


Do something different. Judges often have to choose between twenty or thirty different entries, so try to give yours the wow factor. This doesn’t necessarily mean extra work. For example, in an afternoon tea competition I used two chunky cake stands for my display, rather than traditional dainty ones, just to set my entry apart from the others.


Check out the opposition. Some competitions say no professionals, but in others you’ll be up against the cream of the craft trade, so choose carefully and compete at a level that suits your skills.


Be crafty. Give your entry an unusual name to distinguish it from the others. In one baking competition, I added summery ingredients to my recipe and called the result a ‘Caribbean fruit cake’ to make sure the judges wouldn’t compare it to all the Christmas cakes they’d eaten in the past.
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Needlecrafts
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When I was at school, I had to take home economics, which involved learning the basics of needlework – sewing, embroidery and crochet to name but a few. Over the years these skills made their way to the back of my mind. Yes, I could sew on a button or mend a hole in a pair of school trousers, but I wanted to be able to do more than that. Now, years later, thanks to many of my inspirational crafting friends, I have rediscovered all these skills and more, and I haven’t looked back. It turns out they were simply tucked away in the far recesses of my brain.


If you too have forgotten the arts of needlecraft, delve deep in your own recesses and I’m sure you will rediscover them too. Like riding a bike, the techniques come back to you, and although you may be rusty to start with, a bit of practice will soon have you in full swing. To those of you for whom the passion has never gone away, I commend you for your commitment to the cause. In this chapter, I hope that no matter what level you are at, whether a complete beginner, a re-starter or an expert looking for new projects, you will find something to suit.


Needlework of all kinds has made its way back into our consciousness and shaken off its old-fashioned image. Maybe it’s because in these cash-strapped times we’ve all taken up make do and mend, or maybe it’s because modern design and thinking have embraced needlecraft, allowing us to take a fresh look at things. Possibly it’s a combination of the two, but, whatever the reason, I am delighted to say that needlework is back with a vengeance and bigger and better than ever.
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SEWING



When I was growing up, loads of mums had sewing machines at home but in my generation it was out of vogue to own one. Luckily, that has all changed in the last few years. I went out and bought my sewing machine after a refresher session with a family friend rekindled my passion, and it turns out I wasn’t the only one. Sewing machines have been flying off the shelves. It just shows that more than ever we are rejecting our throw-away society in favour of making and recycling, and to my mind, sewing is one of the best ways you can do this.


The sewing machine, first patented in 1790 by Thomas Saint, has come a long way over the years. Its invention for home use meant that women who considered sewing part of the drudgery of domestic life were liberated. Today the home sewing machine is all singing, all dancing, and can do just about anything you would ever want or need it to (sewing wise, that is), and sewing as a hobby has become hugely popular again. If you are thinking about buying a machine, do as I advise my house buyers: look around, do your research, ask the experts loads of questions, and buy the best you can afford. If you are planning to sew just a few simple home projects or take in a skirt, a basic machine will fit the bill; but if you feel that in future you might want to progress to something more demanding, such as quilting, it might be worth investing in a more sophisticated model now rather than having to buy a whole new machine a few years down the line. Remember, though, that even basic machines can usually be added to later (you can buy extra feet for different jobs). Once you get your foot on the pedal, you might never want to stop. I know I didn’t.


But for me, sewing isn’t just about the practicalities of saving money on a pair of curtains for your home or mending a ripped pair of trousers; it’s about creating something with love. From soft furnishings to clothing and beyond, there is so much you can do with a sewing machine. When I sit at mine I really do feel that the world is my oyster. The possibilities are endless.


For a good starter project, try out the vintage bunting here, which combines my love of sewing and vintage fabrics. It will brighten up the house during the winter and look amazing in the garden throughout the summer.
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EMBROIDERY



I’m passionate about embroidery, both the hand and machine varieties. (I think I once even described machine embroidery as the crack cocaine of the crafting world. Yes, it’s that addictive!) Added to that, it’s also one of the most social crafts I’ve come across. There are groups meeting up and down the country every week, and these are a great place to get started if you’ve never done embroidery before. As with crafting groups in all disciplines, there is always a more experienced crafter ready and willing to share their knowledge.


Hand embroidery is a centuries-old skill steeped in tradition. It was sometimes used to tell wonderful stories (think of the Bayeux Tapestry), but, more often than not, its purpose was simply to make fabrics look pretty. In the eighteenth century embroidery was considered an essential skill for any society lady worth her salt, and the advent of luxurious materials and threads meant the craft thrived in these circles. Gradually, it became more widespread, and in 1904 the Embroiderers Guild was founded. Today it has more than 25,000 members, so embroidery is certainly alive and kicking.


Machine embroidery is a relatively new skill, but growing fast. It can be done on any sewing machine – all you have to do is buy an embroidery foot – but most modern home machines now offer various embroidery stitches as standard.


I have included two embroidery projects in this chapter – a beautiful handkerchief design for the hand embroiderers amongst you (here) and a table runner for the machine enthusiasts (here).


If straightforward embroidery doesn’t float your boat, turn here for another form of embroidery – cross-stitch, which is done on an even-weave fabric or canvas. This craft really took off in 1804, when a print seller in Germany began to develop blocked and coloured patterns for mass production. By 1840, over 14,000 designs were available in the UK, but the craft gradually went into decline, until war work knocked it on the head in the twentieth century. It was in the 1960s that cross-stitching began to perk up again. Since then, the craft has gone from strength to strength and today it’s hugely popular.
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QUILTING



I shout about the glory of quilts from the rooftops whenever I can. I absolutely adore them. They combine history, artistic talent and skill, and every single one has a story to tell both in the fabric and the making. Each one takes time, love and effort to complete, so each is a unique work of art and that’s what makes them so special.


Ever since I received my first pay packet I have been buying and collecting quilts, particularly vintage ones, and I’m always on the lookout for them. One of my purchases, a vintage American quilt I found in an antique shop, provided the starting point for one of the bedrooms at Meadowgate, my cottage in Devon, and the kids’ room is completed by a quilt that was especially made for me. The latter is now a family heirloom, and that’s another reason to love quilts – they are made to last. Use them, love them and treat them well and they will last a lifetime and beyond.


There are two types of quilt: decorative and utilitarian. Historically, upper-class women had lots of leisure time and access to fine fabric, so they tended to own and produce beautiful decorative quilts. It’s said that Henry VIII (who had a huge collection of gold and silver quilts) gave his fifth wife, Katherine Howard, twenty-three embroidered quilts as a sign of his favour – lucky lady! Working-class women, on the other hand, produced coarser and more utilitarian quilts because they needed warm, inexpensive bed covers.


Making a quilt can be one of the most rewarding crafts there is, but it does take time and commitment. As many quilters will tell you, the basics are simple, but you never stop learning as there are endless techniques. The quilt on here uses the stack and whack technique, which is great for beginners as it produces fast results. If you want more of a challenge, try the lovely appliqué cushion on here, which combines quilting with machine embroidery – a winning combination in my view.
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KNITTING



I never really got the hang of knitting when I was young. My left-handedness always got in the way, but I was lucky enough to learn again a couple of years ago and I now have a huge appreciation of the talent and skill involved in this versatile craft.


Over the last few decades, knitting has had a rocky ride. It fell out of vogue in the 1980s, when sales of yarn and patterns slumped, but I’m pleased to say that it has made a major comeback. There are now hundreds of knitting groups up and down the country, and it’s estimated by the UK Hand Knitting Association that there are between four and seven million knitters in the UK with new converts being made all the time. Given the beautiful yarns and gorgeous books now available, that statistic comes as no surprise to me.


If you want to take up knitting but don’t know where to start, my best advice is to join a group. Ask in your local knitting shop or search online, and soon you’ll be making fantastic modern patterns, such as the coasters on here.





Vintage Bunting
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I love vintage fabrics of any kind. It’s an addiction I just can’t control. I’ve got bags full of vintage scraps in my cupboard and I’m always on the lookout for projects to reinvent these beautiful pieces. Now, thanks to crafter Mandy Shaw, I’ve found the solution with this fabulous vintage bunting. It can be adapted for any occasion, made to any length you like, and will add a bit of colour all year round both inside and out.


YOU WILL NEED




• Pencil and ruler


• Cardboard


• Scissors


• Vintage fabrics (old clothes, curtains, tablecloths, etc.)


• Spray starch


• Plain fabric, for the backing


• Pins


• Sewing needle and thread


• Sewing machine


• Pinking shears (optional)


• Size oo piping cord, for threading flags


• Sellotape
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1. Draw a triangle on your cardboard with the dimensions shown above. Cut around the shape.


2. Spread out your vintage fabric, spray starch all over it and press with an iron.


3. Place the triangle template on your vintage fabric and trace around it in pencil to make as many triangles as you need. (Eight will make 2 metres of bunting.) These pieces will be the front of your bunting, so make sure you place the template on the best parts of your fabric. This will mean that some of your flags will not be cut on the straight grain, but don’t worry – we’ll deal with that later. Cut out each triangle.


4. Now cut out a second cardboard triangle 2.5 cm bigger all round than the first one. Place this on the plain fabric and cut out the same number of triangles as you have made with your vintage fabric. (Your vintage triangles will be very stretchy if they haven’t been cut on the straight grain, so the plain fabric triangles are cut a bit bigger to cope with that stretchiness in the next step.)


5. Pin a plain triangle to a vintage triangle, wrong sides together, leaving an open channel about 2.5 cm wide below the short edge. Stitch around the long sides up to the channel and then straight across below the channel, keeping the needle about 1.5 cm from the outside edge. Now stitch the short side above the channel.
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6. Trim the flag with pinking shears or fray the edges with your fingers. Make all the other flags in the same way.
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7. Cover the ends of the piping cord with Sellotape and thread it through the open channel in the flags. Tie a knot in each end to prevent the cord slipping out.


8. Arrange the flags along the cord about 7.5–10 cm apart, leaving 50 cm of cord at each end. When you are happy with the arrangement, stitch both sides of each flag to the cord.


9. Spray starch on the flags again, then hang up your bunting and admire your handiwork.









	


TOP TIPS



• If your vintage fabric is embroidered, take care to centralise the embroidery within the template for the best effect on each flag.


• As cutting paper tends to blunt scissors, it’s a good idea to keep one pair for using exclusively with fabric.


• Place pins horizontally on the stitching line and the machine foot can go straight over them. Remove when the stitching is complete.
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Appliqué Cushion
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There’s definitely a touch of magic about this lovely cushion, which ace crafters Jo Colwill and Linda Miller taught me how to make. In fact, for me it feels like winning the lottery because it incorporates several crafts that I really love – patchwork, quilting, embroidery and appliqué.


Linda began by showing me how to make a machine-embroidered Yorkshire rose on special fabric that simply disappears to leave just your stitching. That’s enough in itself to give me a warm glow of achievement, but it just gets better. Jo then showed me how to make a block of patchwork, which I hand-embroidered, appliquéd and quilted, before turning it into a cushion scented with lavender.


I entered my cushion into the needlecraft competition at the Great Yorkshire Show and was astonished and humbled at how well I did in the face of fierce competition. I have to say, I’m very proud of my creation. The finished cushion is 28 cm square.


FOR THE APPLIQUÉ ROSE YOU WILL NEED




• Scissors


• Soluble base fabric (resembles waxy paper and dissolves in water)


• Embroidery hoop, preferably wooden


• Tracing paper and pencil


• Air-soluble pen (optional)


• Sewing machine with size 80 needle and embroidery foot


• Machine embroidery thread, in appropriate colours


• Hairdryer







1. Cut a 15–20 cm square of soluble base fabric and place it in your embroidery hoop.


2. Trace the rose below, then use pencil or an air-soluble pen to transfer the design to the fabric in the hoop.
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3. Put the sewing machine into ‘ordinary sewing tension’, then thread it up with embroidery thread.


4. Place the hoop under the needle, then put your foot on the pedal and move the hoop to create your stitches, following the lines of your design and filling the petals with stitching. Change your thread colour as appropriate. Once all the stitching is completed, take the fabric out of the hoop.


5. Place the work in a bowl of warm water and all the fabric will disappear, leaving only the machine embroidery. Dry with a hairdryer and set aside while you make the cushion.
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FOR THE CUSHION YOU WILL NEED





• 4 scraps of vintage fabric, one for each season


• Tape measure


• Paper and pencil


• Scissors or a rotary cutter, with cutting mat and ruler


• Pins


• Sewing machine


• Thread to match your fabric


• 60 x 50 cm piece of linen, for inner border and back of cushion


• Fabric for outer border (a small floral design is good)


• Tracing paper


• Freezer paper, waxed on one side (or use the wrapping around photocopy paper, which is waxed on the inside)


• Fabric for the hare design, plus matching thread


• Small fabric scissors (optional)


• Small appliqué needle


• Bondaweb (optional)


• Embroidery thread in green, red, yellow and white


• Embroidery needle (any large-eye sewing needle will do)


• Very small mother-of-pearl buttons and/or tiny beads


• 30 cm square of plain calico


• 30 cm square of cotton wadding


• 505 Temporary Adhesive spray (optional)


• Waxed thread for hand quilting, or 50/2 thread for machine quilting


• Sewing machine with open-toe darning foot


• 30 cm strip of lace, broderie anglaise or frill


• 30 cm cushion pad


• Dried lavender, sewn into a little muslin sachet





Note: A seam allowance needs to be added all round when cutting squares and strips. The usual allowance is 6 mm, but do check that your machine foot matches this. Align the foot with the edge of your fabric, then measure from the needle to the fabric edge. Whatever the distance is should be the width of the seam allowance you add.
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PATCHWORK AND BORDERS




1. Spread out your vintage fabrics and draw a 5 x 5 cm square on each one. Add a 6 mm seam allowance all round, then cut out. Pin two squares right sides together, machine along one side, then press the seam flat in one direction. Repeat with the other two squares. Sew the pairs together, making sure their seams point in opposite directions. Press the long seam open.
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2. Now take your linen and mark out four strips for borders:





1) 10 x 5 cm


2) 15 x 5 cm


3) 15 x 10 cm


4) 25 x 10 cm


Add a 6 mm seam allowance all round each strip, then cut out.




3. With right sides together, pin and stitch border 1 along one side of your patchwork. Press the seam inwards.


4. Continuing in a clockwise direction, stitch borders 2,3 and 4 to the patchwork in the same way. The patchwork will be slightly off-centre, but this is deliberate to leave space for the hare and rose appliqués.


5. Using your floral fabric, mark out two strips 2 x 25 cm. Add 6 mm seam allowance all round, then cut out and sew to the top and bottom of your patchwork. Now mark out two strips 2 x 28 cm. Add a 6 mm seam allowance all round, then cut out. Sew these pieces to the sides of your patchwork. Press the seams towards the outside to make a raised border.
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HARE APPLIQUE



6. Now copy the hare design below. Place the freezer paper shiny side down, transfer the tracing to it and cut the shape.
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7. Place the wax paper hare, shiny side down, on the right side of your chosen fabric and press with an iron. Lightly pencil an extra 4 mm seam allowance all round, then cut out the hare shape, using small, sharp fabric scissors for greatest accuracy.


8. Place the hare on your cushion, paper side up. Fold the seam allowance under the template and pin in place. Now use matching thread and a small appliqué needle to sew around the hare with small hand stitches close to the edge. Jo recommends sewing from right to left, starting at the top of an ear and working along the back of the hare. For a quicker result, it’s possible to Bondaweb appliqué (see here), but sewing around it gives the motif a lovely finish and your stitches get better and better with practice.


9. Put the appliquéd work face down on a towel and iron the back (if you iron it on the front, it will create marks). Turn over, peel off the paper template and voilà – an appliqué hare!





EMBROIDERY




10. Now it’s time to create your border of embroidered flowers. My cushion has them scattered down the left-hand side and along the bottom. Using stem stitch and a variety of green threads, sew lots of flower stems in different heights (don’t pull too tight or the fabric will pucker). Add the leaves in chain stitch.


11. The flower heads can be made in various ways. For small ones, make French knots. For bigger ones make petals in chain stitch with a French knot in the middle, or sew on small buttons with a yellow cross-stitch. Or even make some small water-soluble daisies (see technique, here) and catch these down in the centre with a bead or a French knot.
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