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Build Your Skills One Project at a Time!


This book is perfect for first-time sewers, as it allows you to build your skills through practical application. As a first step, read the Getting Started chapter (page 12) to get a handle on the types of tools and materials you’ll be working with and familiarize yourself with your sewing machine. Then the fun begins! In each of the following chapters, you will learn a series of techniques. Each technique is followed by a project that incorporates the technique you just learned, giving you the chance to put your newfound knowledge to use right away. The projects are fun, simple, and easily personalized to your own taste, so you’ll have every incentive to jump right in and start sewing. Use these pages as a checklist to track your progress!
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YOUR FIRST SEAM


DEALING WITH MISTAKES
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HAND SEWING
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APPLIQUÉ
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SEWING CURVES
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INTERFACING
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GATHERING FABRIC
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BINDING
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HOOK-AND-LOOP TAPE
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INSTALLING SNAPS
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BUTTONS & BUTTONHOLES
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ZIPPERS
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GROMMETS & EYELETS
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TAKING BODY MEASUREMENTS
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ELASTIC
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SEWING KNIT FABRICS





Introduction


If you’ve picked up this book, then something about sewing has gotten you excited. Maybe you’re entranced by the idea of making designer clothes worthy of the most elite runways. Or perhaps you have an empty apartment that screams for soft furnishings and bright colors. Maybe you’ve found yourself the owner of a new sewing machine and want to find out what makes it tick. Or it could be that you yearn for that feeling of working with your own two hands, whether it’s for yourself, friends, or those closest to you. No matter what your reasons, you have curiosity, and this book will help you fulfill that curiosity.


Even though I’ve been a crafty little thing since childhood, it wasn’t until I was twelve years old that the sewing bug caught up with me. When I was younger I much preferred the beautiful palette of colors in my paint kit to my mother’s old leather sewing kit—a mess of tangled thread, strange metal parts, and fabric patches in dull, neutral colors. While I sculpted clay and made jewelry, I avoided my mother’s sewing machine, knowing that I would likely break it as soon as I touched it.


[image: image]


As curious as you might be to try your hand at sewing, it can still be intimidating to lug out a (possibly brand new) machine, invest in fabric and supplies, clear your weekend, and hope that you can make the gamble worthwhile. But I can tell you now that sewing doesn’t need to be that way. What finally brought me over to sewing was my first Home Economics class in middle school. The class project was a simple drawstring backpack, but seeing how a few simple yards of cotton could be transformed into a useful item made me realize the limitless possibilities sewing had. The machine, shears, and needles were only tools—I just had to find out what made them tick and then they were mine to control.


I asked the teacher if I could spend my extra class time adding pockets and zippers to my bag. Of course she kindly turned me down, saying “They’re a bit difficult” and “Maybe next semester.” But that didn’t keep me from working on the bag as soon as I got home. I knew deep down the only thing holding me back was how much I could absorb.


Learning more from there was still a bit of an uphill battle. Other sewers I knew had only the most basic skills, and I found how-to sewing books difficult to get through. I felt they read more like encyclopedias. I understood the idea of making a welt pocket, but why would I want one? What was it best suited for? Did it always have to go on a mustard-colored pants suit? (Did I mention most of my how-to books were from thrift stores and old libraries?) The endless list of skill after skill just sat as a dead weight on my brain. With no practical application or explanation, I didn’t know where to go with the information.


In this book, I’ve done away with the encyclopedia format to develop projects and techniques that you can really use. From the very beginning I’ll show you how to pick out and take care of your sewing machine, and along the way, you’ll learn all you need to know to make projects that are not only useful, but stunning to boot! Instead of an encyclopedia list of technique after technique, I’ll break each skill down so you understand its strengths and purpose, as well as how to implement it. Then you’ll be able to try it out on a load of wonderful projects—some that only take a few minutes.
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Once I figured out all that I could do with sewing, I didn’t want to stop. I love creating my own custom designs that suit my taste and personality!


With all of this in hand, you’ll find that learning to sew doesn’t have to be scary, restricting, or expensive. You’ll learn how your tools work so you are in control, you’ll learn the whys and hows of techniques so you can apply them anywhere, and you’ll see just how creative sewing can be. There will be mistakes, and there will be headaches, but you’ll see at most it will result in some stitches to rip or a bit of fabric wasted. No amount of frustration can compare with the feeling of creating your own one-of-a-kind sewn project, and this book will help take you on that fabulous journey!
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Sink Your Teeth In:



Getting Started


If you’ve never picked up a needle before, this is definitely where to begin. In this starting section, you’ll be guided through how to pick out a sewing machine, choose fabrics and supplies, and how to follow a project. Don’t be afraid of getting overwhelmed, as everything is taken step by step and you’ll learn more as you go. Only the most basic requirements to get started are listed here, so there’s nothing stopping you from diving right in!



Why Sew?



Attitudes Behind Sewing


People often ask me, why go through the trouble of sewing when extremely cheap clothing can be found just about anywhere? It’s true, the cheapest clothing on the market can’t compare with the cost of sewing for yourself, but there are lots of other reasons to sew beyond that.


Creative expression: You really can’t beat the feeling of getting to make something from nothing—taking plain fabric and turning it into something useful and beautiful with just your two hands and a sewing machine. With enough projects, you’ll begin to see raw materials in a whole new light. An old button-down shirt can become a new dress; old scraps of paper can be sewn into a notebook. Nothing you purchase can compare with that knowledge.


Frugality: Sure, sewing for yourself isn’t nearly as cheap as bargain-basement wares, but suppose you want something more high-end? A fancy dress or a silky soft duvet cover? With the right shopping around you can easily spend less than half on fabric than what you would spend on the finished product at a department store. And you know what you’ll make will last much longer with higher-quality materials and construction. The cost of tools and notions adds up at first, but if you keep sewing, then investment in quality tools will save you more and more money.


Individuality: Perhaps my personal favorite reason for sewing is complete control and individuality. I’m the kind of girl that knows exactly what she wants and won’t settle for less. As artsy as I tend to be, I’m always disappointed by the selection of goods at retail stores. Sewing is how I know I can get exactly what I want—that I can wear the exact dress I imagined, or decorate my house with the exact colors that cheer me up the most. There’s the added bonus that no one will have things quite like yours and you’ve probably accomplished it for less money!
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The Beginning of a Beautiful Friendship:



Buying a Sewing Machine


If you are brand new to sewing, you may find yourself anxiously venturing to buy a new machine or find a hand-me-down. It doesn’t have to be a stressful experience so long as you know what you are looking for. Reliable machines for first-time sewers can be acquired in a number of ways. One way to narrow down your choices is to decide what you hope to get out of your new machine.


YOUR SEWING STYLE: WHAT KIND OF SEWER ARE YOU?


First, consider just what kind of sewer are you? Even if you haven’t picked up a needle and thread, think about how these personality types apply to other things you’ve created (especially if you’re an artist or crafter!).




The Industrialist


You enjoy creating because it lets you work with your hands. You like taking raw materials and turning them into something useful, even if it takes considerable time and concentration. You usually care less what happens with your finished product because the process and being in control is what really drives you.


Your machine: Your best mate is likely a basic and dependable mechanical machine. Avoid models with computerized parts that will give you less control. A mechanical model gives you complete power over what happens, like an old faithful truck.
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The Industrialist: You like to get down and dirty with your machine—fancy bells and whistles would only stand in your way.







The Fashionista


The end result is what gets you motivated for a project. The sooner you can get to wearing and showing off your new design the better. You particularly agree with the idea of form over function and don’t worry so much over details as much as whether the end result looks good.


Your machine: A beginner’s computerized machine will likely make you happiest. Even the more simple models have special features that take care of tedious tasks like threading the needle or reminding you to lower your presser foot, not to mention the oodles of decorative stitches for getting dazzling looks in a flash. Computerized versions might end up being more expensive, so a mechanical model is also fine, as long as you find the right features.
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The Fashionista:

You hate getting bogged down by tedious details and would rather be flaunting your project than fussing with it.







The Improviser


You are a true left-brain thinker and tend to make up rules as you go along. Your motivation for your project is getting to express yourself from start to finish. You might end up with some peculiar and strange creations, but you love them all the same.


Your machine: You will likely enjoy a hand-me-down or secondhand machine. Older machines tend to be more reliable (and cheaper!), but inevitably come with kinks or eccentricities. Your inventive nature will surely find ways to work around any quirks and become best friends with your machine.
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The Improviser: You find a way to work under any condition because every setback just fuels your creativity.






STILL NOT SURE?



If your creative personality is not so hard and fast (whose is, really?), consider these sewing features that come with machines. Just like with a car, some features are truly crucial, others depend on your tastes, and still others are excessive and not worth the extra cost. Keep in mind that having additional features is not a problem, because you don’t have to use them. Just don’t let them force you into spending lots more money than you planned.


[image: image] Zigzag stitches: Nearly everything on this planet can be sewn with straight and zigzag stitches alone. There’s no sense in messing with a good thing.


[image: image] Specialty stitches: If you only plan to do basic sewing, a straight and zigzag stitch can do it all for you. If you’re a little more serious about sewing, additional utilitarian stitches like a blind hemstitch, overlock stitch, featherstitch, or stretch stitch will be of use to you as you learn more.


[image: image] Decorative stitches: These are a big selling point with a lot of machines. Simple circles and diamonds can be found on lower-end machines, and even flowers and animals can be found on expensive ones. Keep in mind that while decorative stitches look tempting, when they’re sewn they’re only about ¼" (0.5cm) wide, so you can barely see them from far away. Don’t get overexcited about machines that offer hundreds of stitches if you plan to make projects that will barely show your embellishments. There are plenty of other ways to embellish your projects that make a much bigger impact.


[image: image] Adjustable stitch length/width: Some very basic machines only allow limited settings for stitch width and length. When it’s adjustable, you have much more control over the stitches you’re creating.


[image: image] Free arm sewing: This allows the bed of the machine to be removed or lowered so only a skinny arm is free for sewing tubes like sleeves and pant legs. This is standard on most modern machines, but it’s helpful to check for it.


[image: image] Metal vs. plastic parts: Most modern machines come with plastic parts inside, such as for the bobbin and bobbin casing. These can melt and break more often than their older, metal ancestors. So if you can find a metal machine, really consider getting it!


[image: image] Buttonhole stitch: Buttonholes can be done freehand, but it’s rarely worth the extra effort. A buttonhole stitch can make things much simpler. One-step and four-step varieties are the norm, and what works best for you can depend on your sewing personality. See the sewing buttons feature (page 106) and the chart at the right to make your decision.


[image: image] Easy threading: Threading a machine properly can take a little practice. Some modern models simplify the process by adding arrows and indicators. If you only plan to sew once in a great while, this can make things easier than sitting down with your manual every time you want to sew.


[image: image] Presser foot pressure: Some machines have a gauge that allows you to control how hard the presser foot presses on your fabric. You’ll find it’s helpful if you are finicky about results and getting serious about sewing.


[image: image] Easy install presser feet/needles: Most presser feet and needles require screws for installation, but some fancier versions offer easy ways to install these parts. They’re not as secure as screws, but definitely more convenient.


[image: image] Additional presser feet: Keep an eye out for buttonhole presser feet, zipper feet, and blind hem presser feet if you see lots of clothes in your future. Anything extra isn’t really necessary for a beginner.


[image: image] Needle up/down button: This feature allows you to hit one button to make the default position of the needle up or down. Some prefer it, but I think it bumps up the overall price of the machine too much for something so simple.


[image: image] Adjustable feed dogs: This allows the feed dogs of the machine to be lowered so you can move the fabric freely yourself. This feature is mostly necessary for those who are serious about quilt making. Improvisers might like the option for freehand sewing.


[image: image] Digital screens: When you start encountering machines with big digital screens, it usually means you’ve ventured too far and are into luxury machine territory. Looking at any machine beyond this is sure to give you sticker shock.
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