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INTRODUCTION


Hello there, I’m Elspeth Jackson, color lover, fabric hoarder, and chief rag rug designer and maker at rag rug one-stop-shop “Ragged Life.” I’ve been cutting up my old clothing and making colorful rag rugs since the age of fourteen, which makes it surprising that I have any clothing left to wear! My aim is to get as many people as possible turning their fabric offcuts and material stashes into beautiful upcycled pieces for the home. Not only is it great for the environment, but also happiness.


Growing up in the UK, the types of rag rug that I came across were the sort my mum made—shaggy (proggy) rag rugs and loopy (hooked) ones. Both of these sorts of rug were made by hand using basic tools and a burlap (hessian) base. These techniques were so versatile that for my first ten years of rug making I didn’t see the need to branch out—I had plenty to experiment with. So, I tried out different versions of the techniques, played around with every fabric under the sun, truly seeking to understand what makes a successful design and eventually wrote my first book which featured over thirty beginner projects made solely in those two lovely, traditional techniques.


As I traveled more, I discovered other ways of making rag rugs that I’d never come across before. It turns out that rag rug making exists in various forms all across the globe and there are dozens of different ways to make them. I’ve come across rug making in the USA, Denmark, India, Morocco, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Tanzania.


It was these encounters that gave me the idea for this second book. I wanted to celebrate rag rug making from across the world and do my little part to help protect some of these traditional techniques so that they live on.


This is by no means all the techniques of rag rug making that exist—I’m sure there are plenty that I have yet to discover, but it’ll give you plenty to sink your teeth into.


[image: A collage of four images showing colorful fabric crafts: folded quilt pieces, rolled felt flowers, an orange fabric flower, and a textured, colorful embroidery design.]


What are we covering?


This book covers eight different techniques of rag rug making, all of which are easy to learn and hard to put down. Starting with general techniques that are usefu for any budding rag rugger (deconstructing clothing, how to cut your strips quickly etc.), this book is then broken down into eight chapters—one for each separate rag rug technique. This means that you can drop in and out of the book, focusing on the technique that best suits you in the moment. Each chapter covers the equipment you’ll need, a detailed run through of the technique including step by step instructions and illustrations, followed by at least three projects. These range in size from large rugs and a rag rug Christmas tree to beach baskets and rag rug flower bouquets. There’s truly a project to suit everyone. This book is also full of useful design tips and tricks, so you can benefit from all my years of experimentation. Basically, after reading this book, you will have the know-how and confidence to turn any old fabric and clothing into any number of lovely rag rug projects.


What is a rag rug?


Hold your horses! Before we get started on the making, it’s quite nice to know what exactly you’re making… So, what is a rag rug? It may seem fairly obvious, but a rag rug is a rug or mat made from rags. That means old clothing, fabric offcuts, or any material that is no longer fit for its original use. Nowadays, rag rug making is a hobby, but historically rag rugs often grew out of poverty and necessity. In many cultures across the world, fitted carpets were an expensive luxury, so rag rugs were an affordable way to cover bare floors, an easy way to help warm homes in colder climates.


In some parts of the world, the patterns worked into the rag rugs were a form of artistic expression that reflected local traditions and cultures—Boucherouite rugs in Morocco are a good example. Here in the UK, historic shaggy rag rugs often featured a dark border, which was a practical way to help hide dust, and a diamond design to represent the hearth and home. Some even featured a red circle to ward off evil spirits. I like that tradition—we could all do with fewer evil spirits in our lives.


What rag rug techniques are in this book?


Below is a snapshot of the eight beginner rag rug techniques we’ll be covering in this book.


Shaggy (proggy)


[image: Close-up of layered fabric petals in rich shades of purple and green, creating a textured, floral motif.]


One of the easiest and most historic rag rug techniques. Great for using up small scraps of fabric.


Best for: amazing texture and foot feel.


Loopy (hooked)


[image: Close-up of textured fabric featuring shades of blue, white, and purple, with intricate patterns and varying yarn thicknesses.]


One of the neatest and most artistic techniques. Particularly great for wall hangings.


Best for: pictorial designs and detail.


Coiled Rope


[image: A circular image showcasing vibrant fabric swatches arranged in rainbow colors, including red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and teal.]


One of the simplest, yet effective techniques. Works very nicely for circular and oval projects.


Best for: gorgeous bowls and baskets.


Peg Loom Weaving


[image: Close-up of a textured, woven fabric showcasing pastel colors like beige, blue, and green, creating a soft, cozy appearance.]


One of the quickest and easiest ways to make a rag rug. Creates deep, cushy rugs that build in the blink of an eye.


Best for: simple striped designs and using thicker fabrics.


Locker Hooking


[image: Close-up of a textured fabric featuring colorful zigzag patterns in shades of purple, white, red, and teal.]


A more hardwearing form of loopy rag rugging. Particularly beloved by crocheters, who pick it up very quickly.


Best for: neat designs with a linear pattern.


Two String Loom Rag Rugs


[image: Colorful fabric scraps in shades of pink, blue, and yellow, layered and intertwined in a vibrant textile collage.]


One for working on in front of the TV. Great for mixing and matching small scraps of fabric.


Best for: 3D shaggy projects.


Stitched


[image: Close-up of fabric pieces arranged in a floral pattern, featuring pink, white, and dark blue floral prints.]


One for all you sewers out there! I like to think of it as stitched fabric origami from across the globe.


Best for: colorful doormats and practical patchwork rugs.


Twining


[image: Close-up of a fabric texture featuring braided red and white fibers arranged in a circular pattern, evoking a cozy, homey feel.]


One of the most absorbing and addictive techniques in this book. Makes a satisfyingly neat woven-style rag rug.


Best for: dipping your toe into patterned weaving with rags.


TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT


EQUIPMENT


Below are some of the general tools which are useful for new rag rug makers to have to hand. Other equipment needed for the different rag rug techniques can be found in the relevant chapter.


Fabric or rag rug scissors


Rag rug making requires a lot of cutting of fabric, which is why it’s worth investing in a good pair of fabric scissors. Rag rug scissors are designed to cut through lots of layers of fabric at once, saving you time and effort. Doing this with dressmaking shears can blunt them.


Marker pen


You can use any thick marker pen to sketch onto burlap, rug canvas, and even fabric warps. Any markings will be covered with rag rugging, so choose a color that is clearly visible and don’t worry if you make a mistake.


Glue gun


Some projects require the use of a glue gun for finishing touches. Glue guns can now be bought cheaply in store or online. There is no need to buy an expensive model, as none of my projects require large amounts of gluing. It is, however, useful to buy transparent glue sticks so that the glue is less visible in your work.


Sewing machine or needle and thread


To hem burlap, secure rug canvas, or assemble some of the projects in this book, a sewing machine can save a lot of time. Your machine only needs two stitches—a simple running stitch and a zig zag stitch. If you do not have a sewing machine, there are plenty of projects that can be sewn by hand.


Rotary cutter, cutting mat, and ruler


If you have these three pieces of equipment, they can be used as an alternative to fabric scissors to cut strips of material for rag rugging. See the method on page 11.


MATERIALS


Burlap (hessian)


Burlap (also known as hessian), is the traditional base for both shaggy and loopy rag rugs. Rag rugs made using burlap last for years, as long as they don’t get damp a lot, which can cause them to rot. There are a few things to look out for when you are buying burlap:


The weave of the burlap is the most important factor. If the weave is too tight then it is hard to pull the strips of fabric through, but if it is too loose then the rags won’t stay in securely. All the burlap-based projects in this book have been made using burlap with a weave of 10 holes per inch (HPI). The weave can vary slightly from this, but is a good measure to aim for. Note: The weight and weave of burlap do not correlate, so a 10oz burlap is not the same as 10HPI.


Good quality burlap will make your rag rug last longer and will make the process of rag rugging much more pleasant. A little bit of variation is to be expected as it is a natural product, but you should avoid burlap that bunches in areas or is “hairy”. Generally, the more golden in color the hessian, the better quality it is; the browner it is, the worse quality it is, and the more it will shed on you.


Where possible, buy your burlap in person (see Stockists on page 174), as it is very diffi cult to judge the quality and weave from pictures alone. When buying in person, we recommend taking a ruler with you to help you check it is the correct weave.


Always make sure to hem your burlap (whatever the weight and weave) before you begin a project, so it won’t fall apart as you work. See pages 16–17 for how to hem.


Fabrics


All the rag rugging techniques in this book are great for using up old clothing and fabric scraps from other craft projects. Rag rug making is all about recycling, so first rummage in your closet or stash to source fabrics, or visit thrift stores. Remember, few items are too tatty to use! Stains can be cut out of clothing, and some techniques use fabric strips that are as small as 1½ x ⅝in (4 x 1.5cm) (see the Joyous Mini Wreaths on page 26), so even very small, oddly shaped scraps can be repurposed. Some techniques work better with longer strips of fabric—read the specific fabric notes in the Tools and Materials section of each chapter to understand what materials will work best for that particular technique.


I like to mix together different fabrics in my creations, as varied textures add interest. I use everything from cotton, lace, and sari silk ribbon to polyester, fleece, and blanket offcuts. Softer, smoother, more pliable fabrics, such as jersey, cotton, fleece, viscose, and velour are generally easier to work with. Thicker, stiffer, and more textured fabrics, such as denim or leather, can be harder work.


For most of the techniques in this book, when working with different thicknesses of fabric, it is important to balance the different weights by cutting your strips wider or narrower. If you don’t do this, and cut all fabrics the same width regardless of weight or type, the project can end up looking unbalanced. Read the Techniques section in each chapter for how wide to cut your strips.


When making practical projects such as rugs, as opposed to a wreath for example, I tend to avoid using fabrics that “ravel” (fray) when you cut them into strips. Examples are thick upholstery fabrics and linen, loosely woven materials, and poor-quality polyesters. These fabrics will continue to shed over time, so can be a nuisance in certain projects. You can generally tell how a fabric will react after cutting just a few strips, so test a few pieces before cutting up a whole garment.


Knitted woolen fabrics, such as jumpers and tights, often ravel when you cut into them, but you can boil wash them beforehand to felt the fibers together. You can also cut fabric on the bias (diagonal to the weave of the fabric) to reduce fraying and raveling. This works particularly well for cottons and linens, so don’t discount a fabric without trying this first. Most fabrics fray a little when you work with them as the edges get roughed up, but don’t be deterred as this texture often adds interest. If you are worried about loose fibers on your rag rug, vacuum it to remove threads.


TECHNIQUES


The majority of projects in this book require breaking down fabric into either blocks or long strips of varying widths. I always try to get as much fabric out of one garment as possible. If you are using recycled clothing or offcuts, once you have run out of a fabric it is nearly impossible to find the same one again (particularly with patterned materials). Being clever with your cutting also avoids wastage. Below is how you deconstruct old clothing, and then different ways to turn these blocks of fabric into strips.


[image: Close-up of fabric rosettes in soft pink and white hues, with a blue patterned embellishment, arranged in a decorative pattern.]


PREPARING YOUR FABRICS


DECONSTRUCTING CLOTHING


1 Choose the material to cut up—I recommend practicing with an old t-shirt first. Turn the item inside out so that any seams are visible. Cut along one edge of every seam, except the bottom hem and neckline, to separate the garment into its constituent pieces. For a t-shirt you will usually have four sections—front, back, and two arms. All the seams should be left on at this stage.


2 I sometimes use fabric seams in my rag rugging to add texture and avoid wastage. Always cut along the line of seams, never horizontally across them. For the shaggy and loopy techniques, cut strips ½in (1cm) away from the stitching of the seams. You may need to cut strips wider or narrower than this for other techniques (follow directions in each chapter). Strips containing seams are cut slightly narrower than usual to compensate for the added thickness of the stitching. Cut off and discard any parts of the t-shirt that cannot be used, such as stiff or thick collars and clothing labels. If you have any “lumps” at the end of your strips where two seams met, cut these off as they will show up in your rag rugging.


[image: A simple orange sleeveless shirt design with a pair of blue scissors resting against its side.]


3 Cut a strip or strips from the bottom hem, if there is one. If the bottom hem is less than ½in (1cm) in depth, create one strip out of it by cutting above the hemming. If the bottom hem is more than ½in (1cm) deep, cut below the hemming so that the fabric opens up to create a normal strip. Create a separate strip from the seam left on the garment. You should now be left with blocks of fabric with no seams or lumpy bits left on. You do not need to remove pockets or darts.


[image: A pair of silver scissors cutting through a piece of orange fabric, with a clear seam line visible.]


CUTTING STRIPS WITH SCISSORS


It is important to use a sharp pair of fabric scissors for this technique of cutting strips, as you will be cutting through multiple layers of fabric at a time. Tougher materials, such as denim, can blunt dressmaking scissors—so if yours are your pride and joy, it may be a worth investing in a pair of rag rug scissors. Don’t worry about cutting strips completely straight, as little kinks won’t show up in your rag rugging.


[image: Four tan-colored fabric pieces, likely pattern parts of clothing.]


1 Fold the fabric block in half across the width so that the top meets the bottom, then into quarters in the same direction, and then into eighths so that you have a tube. Remember to fold rather than roll, as thicker fabrics such as fleece become too thick to cut through when rolled. Folding across the width creates strips that are as long as possible.


[image: An open pair of scissors, positioned next to a long tan-colored strip, with two small cut-off pieces nearby, indicating a cutting action.]


2 Cut the tube into rolls ¾in (2cm) wide (or whatever width the project requires). These rolls will unravel into long strips. Do not worry if the ends of the tube are uneven, as parts of these strips will be salvageable. Repeat this process on all the other fabric pieces. Remember to fold long sleeves across the width to get the longest strips possible.


CUTTING STRIPS WITH A ROTARY CUTTER


Many patchworkers or crafters own a rotary cutter, cutting mat, and transparent ruler. These are great for cutting large pieces of fabric (especially bed linen) into strips quickly and neatly.


1 Remove any seams or lumps from your fabric so you have a flat piece of fabric. Fold the fabric a maximum of two times (i.e. no more than four layers in thickness) and lay it flat on the cutting mat. Align the edge of the fabric with one of the printed lines on the cutting mat as best you can. Place the ruler on top of the fabric and align it with the same printed line. Hold down the ruler firmly, making sure your fingers aren’t too close to the edge of the ruler where the blade will pass by.


[image: A pink sheet of paper lies on a green cutting mat, with a clear ruler positioned across it for measurement.]


2 Using the blade of the rotary cutter, cut along the edge of the ruler, moving slowly away from your body. Apply even pressure to get a clean cut and keep going until you reach the other end of the fabric. Put this end piece aside.


[image: A person using a rotary cutter and ruler to cut a piece of pink paper on a green cutting mat.]


3 Move the ruler approximately ¾in (2cm) across the fabric (or whatever width you would like your strip to be) and cut another strip, using the rotary cutter as before. Continue cutting one strip at a time until you reach the end of the fabric.


[image: Two hands are measuring and cutting a sheet of pink paper with a ruler and rotary cutter on a green cutting mat.]


TEARING STRIPS


This technique of creating strips can be used on light to medium weight woven fabrics, such as cotton, voile, chiffon, silk, and flannel. It can make the process of cutting strips slightly quicker, but bear in mind that the edges of the fabric strips will be frayed and sometimes curl, so this technique isn’t for everyone.


1 Identify the grain of the fabric e.g. which way the horizontal and vertical strands that make up the fabric are running.


2 Snip approximately ¾in (2cm) (or whichever width of strip is required) in from the side of the fabric piece on its shortest edge, in the direction of the weave (this will create the longest strips possible). Hold the fabric on both sides of the cut and quickly tear the strip off. This will create a straight edge to your fabric block. If your fabric piece is very uneven, this strip may not be that long, but some of it will be salvageable.


3 Continue cutting ¾in (2cm) spaced snips at the end of the fabric in the direction of the weave as in step 2. The distance that you space out your snip marks to rip your strips depends on how wide your strips need to be.


USING A GAUGE


A gauge is a wonderful time- and effort-saving tool for turning longer strips into shorter ones for use in shaggy rag rugging (cChapter 1) and on the two-string loom (Chapter 6. Using a gauge creates a pleasingly consistent look, as it produces fabric pieces of a similar length.


1 Cut your fabric into long strips using fabric scissors or a rotary cutter (see page 11) or by tearing strips (see above).


[image: Illustration of a hand holding a beige square measuring tool with an orange edge.]


2 Hold a number of fabric strips together with the ends aligning (see box on opposite page for the number of strips to use for different fabrics). If any of the strips have a flatter end, hold that at the top. It does not matter if the strips are different lengths. Place the strips against the gauge, with the tops aligning with the groove.


[image: A spool of vibrant orange thread, neatly wound and ready for sewing or crafting projects.]


3 Wind the strips around and along the gauge until you reach the ends of the strips. Shorter strips can be secured into the gauge by wrapping the longer strips over them. Overlap the edges of your strips slightly as you wind so that you cross the groove at the top of the gauge vertically. Try not to pull the fabric too tightly as any material containing elastic will stretch, creating shorter pieces.


[image: A close-up of scissors slicing a piece of orange fabric, highlighting the contrast between the tools and the cloth.]


4 Use fabric scissors to cut along the gauge’s groove. This will produce similar length, short pieces of material ideal for shaggy rag rugging. Discard any cut pieces that were too short to fit fully around the gauge.




How many strips can I use at a time?


The number of strips wound together on the gauge depends on the thickness of the fabric and the length of the strip. Assuming a strip length of approximately 20in (50cm), this is the number of strips I would usually wind on the gauge at the same time. Don’t worry about following this guide exactly, as thicknesses can vary.


Denim: 3 strips


Fleece: 3 strips


Blanket offcuts: 3 strips


Thick jersey: 4 strips


Thin jersey: 6 strips


Cotton: 6 strips


Lining fabric: 8 strips


Chiffon/voile: 10 strips





[image: A close-up of a vibrant, multicolored rug featuring an array of intricate patterns and hues.]


JOINING STRIPS TOGETHER


Some of the rag rug techniques in this book work best with longer strips of fabric—for example peg loom weaving and locker hooking. Here are three ways in which you can join fabric strips together to make them longer.


Diagonal seam join


This is one of the quickest and cleanest ways to join, but it does require a sewing machine. It is particularly useful for projects where you want to make up extra-long, continuous strips of fabric before you begin making.


1 Place the “new” strip so that the end overlaps at right angles with the “old strip.” Right sides should be facing.


2 Backstitching a few stitches at the beginning and end of the row, sew diagonally across the two strips. Pay attention to the diagonal direction.


[image: Fabric with floral pattern showing stitching guide with red dashed line and pins.]


3 Cut the corner off, leaving a ¼in (0.5cm) seam allowance and trim any loose threads.


[image: Image of a crafting mat with floral-patterned fabric pieces being measured and cut, showcasing precise angles and a grid layout.]


Buttonhole join method


This method of joining strips is one of the quickest and most convenient techniques as it doesn’t require any sewing and only requires scissors. However, the knots created can be quite chunky when working with thick fabrics, so it isn’t appropriate for all projects, and it doesn’t work particularly well for loosely woven fabrics, which can tear.


1 Align the tops of the two strips you want to join together, fold both tops over by about 1in (2.5cm), and cut a small slit through both layers.


[image: Scissors snipping a vibrant yellow ribbon, often associated with ceremonies or special occasions.]


2 Place the shorter strip on top of the longer strip so that the slits are aligned. If you taper the ends of the strips the join will be less bulky.


[image: A square divided into yellow and blue sections, set against a white background.]


3 Pull the non-slit end of the shorter strip up through both the slits (from the bottom to the top) and pull tight to bind the two strips together.


[image: A simplistic illustration of a yellow hose with a blue nozzle, depicting a flexible and curved design.]


Enclosed end join


The enclosed end join is the most time-consuming technique of joining fabric strips, but does give a nice smooth join.


[image: Abstract composition with blue and beige-green shapes.]


1 Starting approximately 1in (2.5cm) from the end of each strip, taper the ends slightly to remove some of the bulk. You should still have a flat end.


2 Enclose the “new” strip in the old “strip”, folding the edges in twice to create a smooth join. Make sure that the right side of the fabric is facing outwards.


[image: A needle and thread are stitching together a piece of fabric, demonstrating the sewing process.]


3 Hand sew the two strips together using color matched thread where possible.


WORKING WITH BURLAP


Both the traditional shaggy and loopy techniques of rag rugging are made using a burlap (hessian) base. Below are the tried and tested techniques on how to correctly hem it before you begin.


WORKING IN STRAIGHT LINES


To edge hem a square or rectangular rag rug, first you need to create straight lines for the edges. Hessian is an organic product, so simply sketching a line with a ruler doesn’t always work. The technique below ensures that your lines are truly straight and that the rug you are planning won’t taper out from one end to the other.


[image: A black marker with a black outline is positioned diagonally against a textured beige background.]


1 Using a marker pen, mark one of the corners of the square or rectangle on the burlap. Make sure you’ve positioned this corner so that there is enough space for the square or rectangle to fit onto the burlap.


[image: A square fabric piece featuring a single line drawn across its surface.]


2 Remove the vertical burlap strand at the marked corner by following the burlap strand you have drawn on top of to the frayed edge of the burlap and gently pulling it out. The burlap will bunch up as you do this, but do not worry. If the edge of the burlap is a selvage or already hemmed, you may need to make a small cut at the end of the strand so that it will come out. Pulling out the strand creates a gap in the burlap. This gap is in line with the weave and as straight a line as you will achieve. Use the same method to pull out the horizontal burlap strand at the corner.


[image: A square grid featuring a prominent black line running diagonally through it.]


3 Measure from your first corner along the gaps left by the missing strands and mark out the other corners of the square or rectangle. Pull out the vertical and horizontal strands at these corners to create an “invisible” square or rectangle. When you hem, use these gaps as guides to keep in line with the weave of the burlap.


[image: Close-up of a jute bag resting on a white surface, showcasing its texture and natural fibers.]


HEMMING BURLAP


Burlap/hessian is usually sold by the yard or meter and cut from a large roll. This means that your piece will probably have two selvage/selvedge edges and at least two sides that are raw or cut. Rag rugging close to a cut edge will cause the burlap to unravel and any fabric pieces to fall out.


Hemming the burlap before you start rag rugging will protect your work. You do not need to hem selvage edges. There are two types of hemming used in this book—edge hemming and placeholder hemming. Edge hemming is the super-secure method used at the edge of rugs and wall hangings, as it will withstand a lot of wear and tear. Placeholder hemming is used to keep the burlap intact long enough for you to rag rug your piece and assemble it. It is traditionally used for decorative pieces such as wreaths and pillows, where there are further steps to assemble the project after the rag rugging is complete.


Edge hemming


It is generally easier to edge hem in straight lines, as opposed to curved or random shapes, as these can be prone to curling up on the edges. To see how edge hemming works for shapes other than squares and rectangles, see the “You are my Sunshine” Rug on page 45.


[image: Silver scissors positioned on a square of brown paper, indicating preparation for a crafting task.]


1 Mark out the size of rug or project you’d like to make on to the burlap. Every edge of the hessian that you edge hem will reduce the final size of the hessian by ¾in (2cm), so if you are making something where the precise size is important, take this into account. A stool cover or tray insert, for example, would need to be more precise than a large area rug. If your design is square or rectangular, first follow the “working in straight lines” method (see page 15) to ensure the marked out edges are in line with the weave of the burlap. Cut out the burlap so that the edges are clean cut without any loose threads.


[image: A beige, textured fabric swatch with a grid pattern and a hanging pull cord on the left side.]


2 Fold your first edge over by ½in (1cm), then fold it over again by ½in (1cm) to trap the frayed edge of the burlap underneath. Pin the edge in place.




Elspeth’s tip


As you gain experience, you may no longer need to pin your hessian edges in place before machine stitching them. You can fold the hem under the sewing machine foot, and fold and stitch as you go.
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