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INTRODUCTION



T his book is a complete introduction to the wonderfully therapeutic craft of punch needle. You will discover the tools and materials you need, learn how to create stitches, and finish your creations. Before long you will be making your own gorgeous punch needle pieces! Once you know the basics, you will be able to apply your punch needle prowess to the wide range of projects in this book. These range from pieces that can be made (and displayed) in a couple of hours, to larger pieces that require more finishing and therefore more time. Most of the projects use the same punch needle techniques and the basic method of creating stitches remains the same, whatever size and shape of the piece you are creating, so once you can ‘punch,’ there is no end to the pieces you will find yourself making!
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■ Detail of a combination of flat and looped punch needle stitches punched from both sides of the monk’s cloth.








Punch needle is the term for the craft as well as the main tool used, so, you can ‘punch needle’ with a ‘punch needle’. The term ‘punching’ itself could have negative connotations, but it is definitely not an aggressive craft: quite the opposite in fact! The rhythmic nature of repeatedly punching the needle into the fabric has a lovely meditative quality and within no time you will find yourself enjoying the wellbeing benefits of this craft. The lack of the need to count stitches or rows, or check patterns, means it is easy to get lost in the punching process. As you would colour in shapes or pictures with pencils or pens, you are instead colouring the shapes and pictures with yarn. It is a very accessible craft and armed with your hoop, yarn, needle and scissors you can take it anywhere. Sitting in front of the television, on the train, at the hairdressers, the places for punching are endless.


My passion for punch needle was born out of a family history with textile crafts; growing up there were always many textile projects, as well as numerous other craft makes and experiments, on the go. My interest in the past brought this craft to life and I really feel that not only am I respecting the tradition of this wonderful craft, I am bringing it right up to date with fun, quirky and colourful pieces.


Each of the project chapters includes top tips for creating the finished pieces, so it is recommended that you read these alongside the step-by-step instructions. As well as the main project you will find many further suggestions for pieces you can make using the same techniques as the main project. All the pieces can be scaled down or up, so if you do not have the exact size of hoop or frame you can adjust the template measurements to fit with the equipment you have available. Chunky or super chunky yarn is used throughout, and settings for different needles that use this type of yarn are included in each chapter.


Punch needle is incredibly calming, and getting lost in the rhythm of gently punching your needle through the fabric is one of its greatest qualities. So… pick up that needle, thread that yarn, stretch that fabric and relax into the wonderful world of punch needle.




CHAPTER 1


TOOLS AND MATERIALS


I t is always exciting starting a new craft when you are full of anticipation about the things you’ll be able to create and the process of creating it, but when you begin to look at the equipment you need to get going, that excitement can sometimes change to feeling overwhelmed. The vast array of tools and materials available for punch needle is enormous and it can be difficult to know what to spend your money on, to not only enjoy the process of punching but to also create quality finished pieces you will be proud of. Just a quick online search for punch needle tools can lead to a wide range of questions such as, ‘Which yarn do I need?’, to ‘Which frame shall I get?’, and ‘Do I need special fabric to punch into?’, amongst many others. It is really important to have tools that work well for you, and this chapter will give a description of a range of tools available to enable you to make an informed decision, so you can get started and well on your way to creating your first piece.
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■ Examples of a small selection of different tools and materials available for the craft of punch needle, including the needles themselves, yarn, foundation fabric and gripper hoops and frames. Selecting compatible equipment will result in quality punched pieces.








Many of the tools and materials will be items you may already have, and some will be specific to the craft of punch needle itself. Importantly though, the items must work well together and complement each other. An incorrect yarn in a punch needle or having an unsuitable foundation fabric could lead to disappointment and frustration, which could subsequently lead you to giving up. Therefore, having the correct tools to match the materials is one of the most important aspects of getting started. Within each section I describe a small range of tools that vary in price range and are suitable for the projects in this book. And, crucially, I have personally tried and tested them all!
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■ Detail of flat stitches being punched from the back of the monk’s cloth to create looped stitches on the front.
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■ Selection of punch needle tools from the past. As rugs became manufactured commercially, people turned to the craft of rug-making as a hobby, and as a result, punch needle tools, materials and patterns became more widely available.











PUNCH NEEDLE


The needle itself is the single most important tool that you will need to create a quality finished piece. There is a huge array of needles of different sizes, colours and styles available, but essentially each one works in exactly the same way.


A punch needle is a tool with a handle and a needle that enables you to punch yarn through a piece of foundation fabric, which in turn creates loops of yarn on the front. The main feature of a punch needle is the hollow channel that runs right through the centre of the main body and needle. This enables your yarn to run freely through the needle and create even stitches. The handle, usually made from wood or plastic, enables you to hold the needle comfortably and avoid strains in your hand and wrist from the repetitive punching. Many needles have smooth grooves in them to make your grip even more comfortable. The needle has a bevelled tip with a hole, through which you thread the yarn. The point on the needle is very slightly rounded and runs smoothly through the foundation fabric. The needles described below are just a small range available on the market. They are all suitable for the chunky yarn used in the projects in the following chapters.
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■ Five good-quality punch needles that I regularly use. From left to right: plastic adjustable needle, two Lavor needles with different handle lengths, an Oxford #10 and an Oxford #8. The needle length can be adjusted on both the plastic adjustable and Lavor needles to enable you to vary your stitch height.








Oxford punch needle


Oxford punch needles are favoured by many punch needlers and are often seen as the crème de la crème of needles. The first Oxford needle was designed by Amy Oxford in America in the 1990s (hence its name – it is not named after the city!) and they are now available in a range of different sizes. The handle is made from maple and its ergonomic shape and larger size makes this a very comfortable needle to hold, important for longer stints of punching. The stainless steel needle tip punches smoothly through the foundation fabric. The needle section is static within the handle and different needles are required to create loops of different lengths. Oxford punch needles are extremely easy to thread as they have an open channel and do not require a separate threader. The two needles used in this book are the #10 regular which creates 0.6cm loops and #8 regular which creates 1.3cm loops.


Plastic adjustable punch needle


The plastic adjustable needle is a super needle for beginners. It has a long outer handle with a smooth groove and an inner moveable section with a spring that is attached to the needle tip. This inner section can be twisted between four different settings (A–D), which adjusts the length of the needle tip and therefore the height of the loops punched (D being the shortest and A the tallest). It is very simple to switch between the settings and this can even be done whilst yarn is threaded or even mid punch! This type of needle requires a separate threader.


Lavor adjustable needles


Lavor adjustable needles are made in Portugal and consist of a recycled plastic handle and a metal inner hollow tube attached to the needle tip. This tube, which is longer than the handle, has seven slots across it, which when twisted at the base, moves the needle tip to different heights. This is the most versatile of the needles mentioned here due to the greater range of stitch length that can be achieved. Once the chosen length has been reached, the tube can simply be clicked into place, stabilising the needle for punching. This needle requires a separate threader and is available with two different handle lengths with either a 4mm or 5.5mm needle, the latter being suitable for chunky yarn.





THREADER


Most punch needles, the Oxford needle being the exception, require a threader to thread the yarn through the channel. The Lavor needles come with good-quality robust threaders, but the threader provided with many of the adjustable needles can be quite flimsy and is easily lost or broken. It is, however, very easy to make your own out of jewellery wire.


How to make your own threader


Straighten a piece of wire and lay your needle next to it to ascertain the correct length needed. Allow an extra 6cm so the wire can poke out of the needle at both ends. Fold the wire in half and attach a piece of masking tape to join the two ends together. It is a good idea to tie a short length of yarn at the fold when the threader is not in use, as this will make it easier to find next time.
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■ It is common for the threader that accompanies the plastic adjustable needle to break or get lost easily, due to its flimsy nature. A simple solution is to create your own using thin jewellery wire, folded in half, with a masking tape tab covering the sharp, cut end of the wire.











FOUNDATION FABRIC


Using the correct foundation fabric with your needle and yarn is essential in creating a successful quality piece. There are numerous fabrics that can be punched into, and it is good fun to experiment. However, the longevity and neatness of the stitches will vary depending on the fabric you use. The key to choosing the correct fabric for your needle is the weave of your fabric. Generally, the wider the needle, the looser the weave needs to be. All the projects in this book use a needle suitable for chunky yarn and therefore require a loose-weave fabric. The weave in a fabric is usually referred to as the ‘fabric count’ which means the number of holes per inch of fabric.




[image: image]




■ Monk’s cloth is the perfect foundation fabric for any punch needle project using the plastic adjustable needle, the Lavor needles and the Oxford needles. It is strong and durable, and yarn can easily be removed and the fabric used again. It is available with or without gridlines.








Monk’s cloth


Monk’s cloth is a fabric specifically designed for punch needle and is therefore a perfect choice for all pieces. It has a loose weave, generally with a count of 12–14 holes per inch and has a slight stretch in it. This means it can easily be stretched taut within hoops or across frames and your stitches will remain intact once the fabric is removed. Monk’s cloth is 100 per cent cotton, making it a very durable fabric for all types of projects. As this was used in traditional rug-making its durability means it is suitable for pieces that need to be hard-wearing such as rugs and mats. Once the stitches have been punched, they get hugged by the threads creating the weave in the fabric and sit cosily next to each other within the holes. Its strength also means it can be punched numerous times without being compromised. This makes it perfect for beginners as unwanted stitches can easily be pulled out (known as frogging) and re-punched. Some monk’s cloth has lighter coloured guidelines running across it and whether you use this or fabric without them is a personal choice. The guidelines can be helpful when drawing your designs onto the fabric but if you plan to have part of your overall design unpunched, therefore having some of the monk’s cloth exposed, it is better to choose plain monk’s cloth. Monk’s cloth is cream coloured, but it can be dyed to suit your design. All the projects featured in this book use monk’s cloth as the foundation fabric.
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■ Used monk’s cloth being prepared to reuse after the yarn from an unwanted punch needle piece was removed. Gently scraping the tip of a needle or a pair of scissors over the cloth in a vertical and horizontal direction will manoeuvre the threads of the cloth back into place.








Fabric used for punch needle can be expensive and it is often tempting to purchase fabric that looks like or is specifically made to imitate monk’s cloth. This is best avoided as not only will your stitches be uneven or potentially fall out, the punching process itself will be an uncomfortable experience. The needle should punch smoothly into the fabric rather than being an aggressive ‘stab’! Also note that Aida cloth used for crafts such as embroidery and cross stitch is not suitable for punch needle.






GRIPPER HOOPS AND FRAMES


When creating any punch needle piece, it is essential that your foundation fabric remains taut throughout. The repetition of punching the needle into the fabric can quickly cause the fabric to sag if it is not stretched in a gripper hoop or across a suitable frame. It will therefore become necessary to continually stretch the fabric as you punch, which in turn will lead to uneven stitches and frustration! The hoops and frames described below are good, substantial choices when starting a new project and there will undoubtedly be a hoop or frame in a size suitable for your project.
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■ Examples of a variety of hoops, frames and stretcher bars that you can use to stretch your fabric taut, which will enable you to punch successfully and without frustration. The particular hoop or frame that you choose will depend on the size of the project you are doing.








Gripper hoops


Gripper hoops are available in a huge range of sizes and are made from plastic or wood. They are a perfect choice for beginners as they are very easy to use, and you can create smaller pieces relatively quickly to build up your confidence. The smaller hoops make it a very accessible craft as they are so portable. There is even a tiny 5cm gripper hoop that is perfect for using up those smaller pieces of monk’s cloth and yarn ends you will acquire! The key element of any gripper hoop is the lip on the inner hoop and the groove on the outer hoop. This traps the foundation fabric in between both hoops. Once the fabric is stretched, this lip is strong enough to hold the fabric taut whilst you punch the needle into it. Embroidery hoops are wonderful for displaying your finished pieces but are not suitable for gripping the fabric whilst you punch. As both the inner and outer hoops are smooth, without a lip, the fabric will sag under the strain of the needle being repeatedly punched into the fabric. If you do not have a gripper hoop and would like to use an embroidery hoop, however, you can stretch the monk’s cloth in the hoop, trim the edge of the fabric and glue it into the inner wooden hoop on the back.
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■ Plastic gripper hoop with the inner and outer hoop separated. The lip on the rim of the inner hoop and the groove on the inside of the outer hoop enable you to sandwich the foundation fabric between the two and stretch it taut.








Gripper frames


Gripper frames are quick and easy to use and are therefore a very popular choice for punch needle. They consist of a wooden frame, usually square, and usually with a depth greater than the length of the needle tip. Along the top of each side is a green leather strip stapled onto the wood consisting of lots of very sharp metal teeth. These grip onto your foundation fabric allowing you to stretch it taut from each side and hold it in place when you punch. The frame can either sit or lean against a table, freeing up your non-punching hand. The gripper strips are also available separately, so it is possible to custom build a frame to any chosen size. Once the frame has been constructed, the strips can then be stapled on. It is quite common for bits of yarn and fabric to get caught in the teeth of the gripper strips, so it is a good idea to give them a clean every so often. It is definitely best to avoid using your fingers to do this; a pet brush does the job perfectly.
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■ One corner of a gripper frame with the very sharp teeth that enable the fabric to grip without sagging while you punch. It is very common for the teeth to gather small remnants of yarn over time. Sweeping a pet brush in a downwards direction through the teeth will clean your frame.








A note of caution when using a gripper frame. The teeth on the gripper strips are extremely sharp and can easily cause injury. Pre-made frames will usually come with a cover that can be placed over the edge of the frame to protect your hand and arm once you are punching. It is definitely advisable to use this, and it will make your punching experience a lot more comfortable! If you have made your own frame or your frame does not have a cover, simply placing a towel or thick felt fabric over the gripper strips will work in the same way. Always cover the strips! Putting the cover on the gripper frame will also prevent your yarn from catching on the teeth as you punch.
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■ A protective cover for a gripper frame is an essential piece of kit to avoid any injuries while you punch. This is a thick piece of fabric, often felt, that wraps around the edge of the whole frame covering the teeth once the monk’s cloth has been stretched. An alternative option is to use a rolled-up towel.












STRETCHER BARS AND ARTISTS’ CANVAS FRAMES


Stretcher bars enable you to create frames of different sizes and are relatively inexpensive compared to other hoops and frames. They come as just one length of wood with slots at either end that you can then join together to create a frame suitable for the dimensions of your specific project. Once you have slotted four bars together you then stretch and staple your monk’s cloth over the four sides. They are not as sturdy as the gripper frames, especially if you have used particularly long bars, so ensure you place the wedges in the corners to help make the frame stronger and withstand the punching.
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■ Selection of stretcher bars and wooden wedges that fit into the corners once the bars are slotted together. Stretcher bars enable you to create your own frame on which you can stretch and staple your foundation fabric. They interlock at the corners and sometimes need a gentle tap with a hammer to slot them in place.








Artists’ pre-stretched canvas frames are another good option and give you the flexibility of having a frame in a different size. They are available in different shapes too, such as ovals, hexagons and stars. Unlike stretcher bars these are already made into the shape, and you will need to remove the canvas with a staple remover before they are useful for your punch needle projects. As the staples are often pushed in quite deep, it is recommended that you use a good-quality, robust staple remover for this. The canvas can be used in other art and craft projects.
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■ Pre-stretched artists’ canvas frames with the staples removed are a suitable alternative to stretcher bars as they are pre-made. There is a huge variety of pre-stretched canvas frames and they come in lots of different sizes and a range of shapes, such as oval or hexagonal, extending the scope for your punch needle pieces.












YARN


There is such an enormous availability of different yarns in different yarn weights, different textures and of different compositions, so selecting the correct yarn for your punch needle can be a daunting prospect. To add even more confusion to your decision, the same weight of yarn from different brands may not always necessarily be the same width, and chunky yarn from one brand may be a very different size to chunky yarn from another brand.
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■ A selection of yarn in a variety of colours. Yarn is the main material in punch needle projects and the choice of colour, including varietal yarns is vast. The huge range means there will be a suitable yarn for whatever project you choose. You may prefer a muted colour palette or find yourself attracted, like me, to a bright and multi-coloured selection.








When we use a punch needle, we are generally aiming to create neat, even and consistent looped stitches on the front, and flat stitches on the back. In order to punch successfully the general rule of thumb when selecting your yarn is to choose one that runs smoothly through the central channel in your needle. There should not be anything blocking or preventing the yarn from gliding through. If the yarn is too thick or is heavily textured or, conversely, if the yarn is too thin, the stitches created will potentially be uneven and with thin yarn, the coverage on your monk’s cloth will be scant.


There are three main factors to consider when choosing your yarn. Firstly, select yarn that runs smoothly through your needle and does not get snagged in the needle’s channel. The yarn should form looped stitches of an even height when punched. Secondly, as the same yarn weight from different brands may be different in size, select yarn from the same brand in a project. Lastly, consider the final intended use of the punched piece you are creating. If you are making a piece that needs to withstand a lot of use, a rug for example, it is better to use a hard-wearing yarn with a high wool content, preferably 100 per cent. There may, however, be projects you wish to create that deliberately have lots of texture and use yarns that would normally be considered unsuitable for the size of needle you are using. In this case, those general guidelines can be disregarded, and a simple change of method can be applied. The last project in this book, for example, uses a vast array of different yarn widths and textures and the method is explained in more detail there.






SCISSORS


Scissors are items that every crafter is likely to have, and you may have accumulated numerous pairs! For punch needle projects you only require three different types of scissors. Firstly, a pair of general purpose scissors for cutting the paper in your templates and any tape you use, such as masking tape. Secondly, a pair of fabric scissors to cut the monk’s cloth prior to stretching and cutting around your finished punched pieces once they are removed from the frame. Finally, you will need a small pair of sharp scissors such as embroidery scissors. These will be used to snip off any yarn tails on the front of your pieces, so the sharper the better in order to achieve a clean cut through your yarn. These can also be used to do any yarn carving or tufting.
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■ The three main pairs of scissors that you will need to create your punch needle pieces are, from top to bottom: general craft scissors suitable for cutting paper, fabric scissors and embroidery scissors. It is worth investing in a good-quality pair of scissors which will last a lifetime.











MARKER PENS


Permanent markers are perfect for tracing the design from your template onto the monk’s cloth as they will not leak onto your yarn as you punch over the lines you have drawn. If, however, you are not covering the whole of the piece of monk’s cloth with stitches, it is a good idea to use an erasable fabric marker so you can get rid of any marks that may still be visible on the fabric. Water-soluble and air-soluble markers are available.
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■ Examples of marker pens that can be used to draw or trace your designs onto your fabric. The three on the left are water erasable and are more suited to projects where some of the foundation fabric will be left visible. The four on the right are permanent markers.












OTHER USEFUL EQUIPMENT


Most other tools and materials needed for punch needle can usually be found in any crafter’s general-purpose kit or are items you will have as part of your household. If, however, you are a total beginner and do not already have the additional items, they can be picked up relatively cheaply and readily at any haberdashery or craft shop. Some of the items listed are specific to particular projects in this book, such as stuffing for the cactus cushion and beach hut doorstop. It is therefore not necessary to gather every item until you know what is specifically needed for the piece you are making. I very rarely use a sewing machine to join my pieces together and the projects in this book do not require you to use one. It is listed as an option in one of the projects, however, as you may prefer to use one, rather than sewing by hand.
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■ Other equipment that will be very useful in nearly all punch needle projects: masking tape; pencil, paper and a ruler for creating templates, the latter for measuring along with a tape measure for larger projects; and finally all-purpose glue. Fabric glue is an alternative option, but I find that general purpose glue works for all of my projects.
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