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Dedication


To Mom—my favorite teacher and friend.
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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to the world of sewing rope! I’m so glad you have found this book, because I am excited to share one of my favorite creative outlets with you. I learned this craft as a way to use up fabric remnants and scraps from other sewing and quilting projects. Over time—years of trying different ropes, threads, fabrics, styles, sizes, and looks—it has become my main interest, and I love the endless options. I hope you do too. This craft is complementary to so many other sewing practices, and a wide-open world of customizing awaits the rope basketeer.


The intention of this book is twofold: first, to provide a variety of projects that will help you develop a versatile set of skills; and second, to give you a foundation to build on as you create your own style.


Each project in this book is a step toward the next project, allowing you to build your skills, but of course, you can decide to work through the book in order or jump between favorite items. You’ll find insightful tips with each project, along with ideas for customizing the look and function to fit your own style.


Be sure to utilize the informational and technique sections at the beginning of this book, where I teach you about the materials and tools you’ll need, the basics about rope sewing, and a whole host of tips and tricks to make your workflow easier and more fun. These are valuable resources—don’t miss them!


Like many other handcrafts from woodworking to quilting, rope-based sewing projects bring together artistic beauty and everyday function. Yes, this is a book of projects—but it’s also a launchpad to get you going in your own rope-sewing adventures. Ultimately, I hope that you can take the projects and techniques in this book and make them your own. Happy stitching!


Cheers,
Katherine


P.S. By the end of this book, you will feel very differently about fabric scraps, zigzags, and coils. You’re welcome.
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GETTING STARTED





Use the information in this section as you gather supplies and plan your projects. These helpful resources will be a guide as you evaluate options, work to understand the settings of your sewing machine, and make style choices. Remember to refer to this section as you continue to build your rope basketry skills!
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The best rope for indoor projects is solid braided 100% cotton rope. This rope is normally available in a natural beige color, but can be dyed or wrapped with fabric to liven things up.






LEARN THE ROPES
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Quality rope will ensure durable, timeless projects.





The rope you use is the foundation of all of the projects you make and therefore deserves careful consideration. Rope choice determines the visual aesthetic, the feel of the project in hand, and the overall durability of the finished piece.


Unless otherwise noted, the rope used in this book is a 100% cotton solid braid from my company, The Mountain Thread Company in Blowing Rock, North Carolina. Many ropes are industry-specific, and there may be thousands of options to choose from. Instead of getting bogged down with all the choices, use the information in this chapter to help you make your selection of the best rope for your coiled rope projects.
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These are the two sizes of rope used for the projects in this book: 3/16" (5mm) (left) and 5/16" (8mm) (right).





As we discuss the many rope options out there, you may begin to ask yourself how your rope choice will actually affect the outcome of the project. What does one kind of rope really mean for a sewn basket or bowl, compared to another rope? There are many ropes and rope-like materials that can be coiled and stitched, but the resulting projects will have many differences.
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These three bowls are made with three different types of ropes. They look similar, but have varying levels of durability and functionality.
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The differences between these three common rope construction options are easily spotted when they’re placed side by side. The ideal for rope sewing is solid braid.





My suggestion to use 100% cotton solid braid rope is made based on years of trial-and-error experience using different ropes. The process of trying many kinds of rope helped me to focus in on the things that really mattered to me when I considered my outcomes. Once you’ve tried out some of the projects in this book and gotten a feel for the process, I encourage you to do the same. Exploring different materials is part of the fun!


Consider the following three things when looking for rope (I’ll explain them in more detail below):


• Ideal size: Select the appropriate rope diameter based on what your sewing machine can accommodate.


• Ideal fiber content: Know what the rope is made of and what that means for your finished projects.


• Ideal construction: Understand how the method used to make the rope affects the outcome of your projects.


Different options serve different purposes, and therefore, as you make your selections, you must recognize that different ropes are constructed with different uses in mind.


Ideal Size


Rope is available in many sizes, indicated in millimeters or fractions of inches. Most home sewing machines can accommodate thicknesses up to ⅜" (9.5mm), with slightly smaller being the ideal. Consult your sewing machine manual for machine-specific details and be sure to match the size of the rope you select with the proper machine settings and the correct machine needle. Two sizes of rope are used in this book: 3/16" (5mm) and 5/16" (8mm). The chart below shows approximate measurement comparisons for commonly available rope sizes.




The projects in this book use 100% cotton solid braid rope in 3/16" (5mm) diameter and 5/16" (8mm) diameter. I use and recommend those specific ropes because:


The solid braid construction gives an unmatched structure to the rope. The sturdier construction of rope comes from braided fibers rather than twisted fibers (like twine) or bundled fibers (like diamond braid clothesline).


The 100% cotton makeup of this rope gives a pleasing aesthetic to the finished projects and is also a lovely starting point for adding colors through paint (see the Speckle-Painted Drawer Organizer on here) or dye (see the Dip-Dye Bowl on here and the Colorful Market Tote on here).


The diameter of the selected ropes must match the capacity of the available sewing machine. When I started sewing rope, I had a standard Janome domestic sewing machine. At the time, I had no plans to upgrade to commercial machines, and I loved that I could do the technique with the machine I had on hand.


Ultimately, the choice is up to you! You can start with what you have, use what is available, and let the search for the ideal material happen along the way. And, if you ever have questions, feel free to reach out!









	
ROPE SIZE


(inches)



	
ROPE SIZE


(millimeters)








	⅛"


	3mm







	3/16"


	5mm







	7/32"


	5.5mm







	¼"


	6mm







	5/16"


	8mm







	⅜"


	9.5mm
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100% cotton rope is the most versatile rope to use for indoor projects.
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You can use a synthetic rope like 550 paracord and the same zigzag process to create coasters that can be kept outdoors.
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Paracord is one synthetic alternative you can use if you plan to make your projects for outdoor use. It is not the ideal rope for sewn-rope projects, but it will work, especially for flat projects like coasters.





Ideal Fiber Content


Fiber content is widely varied and often is tied to the intended use of the rope. Options include 100% cotton, 100% synthetic, or a blend. Unless otherwise noted, the projects in this book are made using 100% cotton rope. These projects are intended for indoor use; therefore, the natural aesthetic of cotton is an ideal choice because it is versatile and can be complementary to many other styles. Cotton rope is also ideal for this craft due to its ability to be colored with paint and dye using readily available materials from craft supply stores.


Cotton ropes are suitable for projects that will not face extended periods in the outdoors or exposure to weathering effects. If you plan to use your rope project outside, consider selecting a rope made with synthetic fibers, such as nylon or polypropylene.


One synthetic alternative is paracord. Paracord has a nylon core and polyester sheath (cover), comes in varying weights that can be purchased at craft stores, home supply stores, or camping stores, and is available in solid or multicolor patterns. The technique for stitching synthetic rope is the same, but synthetic rope is usually less dense than cotton rope, slippier, and will flatten more when coiling. Use 50 wt. polyester thread for stitching synthetic rope. As with cotton rope, test that your machine can accommodate your chosen synthetic rope and adjust the width of your zigzag stitch as needed.


Ideal Construction


Construction of rope refers to the way that rope is made, which is also an indication of its use. Three common rope construction options are solid braid, diamond braid, and twisted.
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From left to right: solid braid rope, twisted rope, and diamond braid rope stitched together with a 5mm zigzag stitch. Notice the very loose construction of the twisted rope in the middle. The stitches do not land evenly or hold as firmly because the rope is not tight.
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Solid braid ropes are the best for rope sewing. They have a dense structure that will easily hold stitches to create a sturdy and attractive final product.
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Twisted ropes like twine and macrame cord have a loose structure and won't be able to solidly hold machine stitches. The structure of a finished product made with twisted rope will be loose and can easily come apart.
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Diamond braid ropes, such as paracord or clothesline, can work for sewn-rope projects, but the end results will be less sturdy than projects created with solid braid ropes.





Solid braid rope is the best rope for making sewn-rope projects. It is made from multiple strands of fibers braided in a repeated, interlocking pattern. The top left photo shows the uniform construction of solid braid rope. Its tight structure is even noticeable in the cut end—it would take quite a bit of work to unravel this rope. When you sew a rope like this, the stitches land evenly in the rope. The density of the rope fibers and the way they are braided means that the finished project will have a solid structure to it. Solid braid rope will hold stitches well and create sturdy, consistent final products. All the projects in this book are made with 100% cotton solid braid rope.


Twisted rope like twine and macrame cord is one of the easiest ropes to pull apart and is the least ideal rope for making sewn-rope projects. It is made by bundling fibers and twisting those bundles together, so, as shown in the middle left photo, all it takes is a cut end and a few minutes to unravel a length of twisted rope. While available in many different sizes, twisted rope does not have the density of fibers to allow the machine stitches to stay in place and you would be hard pressed to find a twisted rope product that creates a sturdy finished basket.


Diamond braid ropes can be used for rope sewing, but are not ideal. Diamond braid ropes, like clothesline and paracord, have a central core with a separate braided outer layer. The fiber content may match (for example, nylon paracord has nylon threads on the inside and a nylon “jacket” layer on the outside) or the core may be a different material than the outer layer, like the clothesline shown in the bottom left photo. The term “diamond braid” refers to the diamond pattern of the woven outer rope. These ropes are looser in construction, the layers of diamond braid ropes can easily be divided when cut, and these ropes tend to be pliable and flexible to the touch. This may be desirable in some applications, but it does not lend overall sturdiness to a finished sewn-rope project. Diamond braid ropes are widely available at hardware stores, although they are rarely available in 100% cotton.
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Looking at the cut ends of these ropes clearly shows that the solid braid rope on the left is denser and will be more difficult to unravel than the diamond braid rope on the right and the twisted rope in the middle.





A Real-World Rope Comparison


Because it is not possible to feel rope on the printed page, it can be challenging to convey the real structural differences between the ropes. A side-by-side photo comparison of three projects sewn with the three most common rope types, supporting the same weights, should do the trick!


To prepare each of the three baskets, I cut equal lengths of rope: 4 yds. of 3/16" (5mm) 100% cotton solid braid, 4 yds. of 7/32" (5.5mm) cotton/polyester diamond braid clothesline, and 4 yds. of ¼" (6mm) 100% cotton twisted twine. There are slight differences in the diameter of each of the ropes, but I chose to stick with 4 yards of each rope—the finished sizes are close enough to give a clear demonstration. I set the machine to a zigzag stitch with a width of 5mm and a length of 2–4 mm (2 mm for starting and stopping the project and 4 mm for “traveling” through the project). I made each project with a base of 4 ½" (11.4cm), lifted each base to a 45-degree angle, and used the remaining rope to stitch the sides. Each project is about 1" (2.5cm) deep.


For the photo comparison, I turned each project upside down so that only the rim rope touched the table. I placed three identical spools of thread on the three projects, centering the spools on the coils.
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Our tool for comparison: these gigantic spools of thread weigh in at 12.1 oz. (340g) each.





You can see in the comparison photos below that the twisted rope project on the right completely caves in under the weight of the spool of thread. The loose structure of the rope does not provide any support. The diamond braid rope project in the middle holds the spool up better than the twisted rope project, but still dips in the center. The solid braid rope on the left maintains its shape and structure under the weight of the spool. The densely braided nature of the rope keeps the layers tight and even.


If you have multiple rope options available to you, why not consider the same experiment? You’ll be able to choose for yourself the rope you prefer. The information in this chapter and elsewhere in the book may be a helpful shortcut to get you started, but the tools you use will be your decision. Keep in mind that as you experiment with all the many rope options out there, you will need to experiment, as well, with machine settings, thread, tension, and needle type to find the perfect mix for you.




[image: Illustration]


The three finished bowls are close enough in size and starting structure to give a clear demonstration.
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From left to right: the solid braid rope project, the diamond braid rope project, and the twisted rope project. The structural differences between the three bowls are much more obvious when put to the test.







[image: Illustration]


The solid braid rope project maintained its shape under the weight.
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The diamond braid rope project held up better, but caved in under the weight.
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The twisted rope project caved in completely under the weight.
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Clips are a great tool for ascertaining total rope usage.





Calculating Rope Quantity


How can you figure out how much rope you will need in order to complete an entire project of a particular size? This excellent question does not have an easy answer. Use the chart below and the projects in this book as a reference, but recognize that your own creations will be different based on the size of your rope, the project measurements, and variations in shaping techniques. When in doubt, always round up and make sure you have more than enough rope on hand to complete a project.


Before beginning any freestyle project, place clips or pins along a length of rope to mark every yard or meter. Sew the project to the desired size, removing the clips along the way. At the end of the project, count the number of clips; this is equal to the number of yards or meters of rope used in that project. Make notes about the rope length and project dimensions for future reference. Keep these notes as a valuable resource for when you wish to replicate favorite projects.






	SUGGESTED ROPE LENGTHS FOR BASKET PROJECTS







	Project


	3/16" (5mm) Cotton Solid Braid Rope


	5/16" (8mm) Cotton Solid Braid Rope







	Jewelry dish or trinket bowl


	3–5 yds. (2.7–4.6m)


	2–4 yds. (1.8–3.7m)







	Key/sunglasses/phone basket


	8–12 yds. (7.3–11m)


	5–8 yds. (4.6–7.3m)







	Bread basket


	15–20 yds. (13.7–18.3m)


	9–14 yds. (8.2–12.8m)







	Placemat


	20–22 yds. (18.3–20.1m)


	12–15 yds. (11–13.7m)







	Tote bag


	30–45 yds. (27.4–41.2m)


	20–34 yds. (18.3–31.1m)








*Yards are roughly equivalent to meters; 1 yard equals 0.91 meters.



SEWING MACHINES, SUPPLIES, AND MATERIALS FOR SEWING ROPE


Hooray—you are ready to try something new and different with your sewing machine! This is great news. There is a big wide world of creativity with rope just waiting for you to jump in. Your sewing machine is the most important tool you’ll use along the way, so it is valuable to know all about it before you get started.
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Most domestic sewing machines will work for rope sewing. Like this example, your sewing machine must be able to do a zigzag stitch. A traditional zigzag stitch, like the one pointed out in the photo, will yield the best results.
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