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The popular craft of felting uses wool, water and soap to create a thick, strong and durable material — perfect for making a long-lasting bag.


The Felted Bag Book shows ways you can try this exciting craft for yourself. Combining a number of different felting techniques — wet felting, knitted felting, crocheted felting and recycling — it offers 21 fun projects to experiment with wool and make truly stunning bags. Learn how to manipulate layers of wool tops for extra thickness, to knit and crochet fantastic designs and ways to embellish your bags with eye-catching motifs and trimmings.


Whether you're looking for a sturdy shopping bag or a delicate evening clutch, there is a bag for every taste and for every occasion. And, with simple step-by-step instructions and inspiring photographs, it has never been easier to create one (or several) for yourself.










Susie Johns is an experienced and talented crafter, specializing in textiles, knitting, crochet and embroidery. She contributes regularly to a number of craft magazines, teaches craft workshops and is the author of a range of books on practical subjects, such as Frame Your Memories and Street Chic Jewellery, also published by New Holland.
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Introduction


A handbag is not only a necessity, it is the finishing touch to your outfit. A good-looking bag is a great way to express your individuality and sense of style, not just a receptacle for all those necessary items such as money, keys, make-up and heaven knows what else.


Forget designer bags for the moment. Forget leather bags and bags made from canvas or plastic or snakeskin. Here is a selection of entirely different bags: those made from felt. Felt is a great fabric. It’s thick and strong – perfect for making beautiful, practical and hard-wearing bags. You can make felt in a number of ways: either by wet felting or needle felting with wool fibres, or by ‘boiling’ woollen items.


This book introduces these various techniques to those unfamiliar with the felting genre, while also offering a number of new ideas and patterns for those who are already felting fans. The book is broken down into chapters on wet felting, knitting, crochet and recycling, offering fun and diverse projects to follow for each. It also encourages you to be imaginative and creative, with suggested variations on the main theme and plenty of scope for adaptation, using different colours and finishes. Each bag can be customised to express your individual sense of style. And once you have mastered the basic techniques, you can come up with your own ideas and create your own unique pieces.


Felt has a long history, probably dating back to the first time a pilgrim placed some sheep’s wool inside his shoes to prevent blisters on a long journey, only to find that the heat, moisture and friction from his feet had compressed it into a piece of felt fabric.


Felt-making has been – and still is – practised all over the world. In Scandinavia and Russia, the process is used to make boots and mittens; in Asia, large felt panels are used in the construction of yurts (a tent-like shelter used by nomads) and for capes worn by shepherds; in Turkey and other Middle Eastern countries you will find felt carpets and rugs; and in South America, the United States, the UK and numerous other countries it is it is used to make hats – and also in the manufacture of pianos and cars, among other practical applications. Felt-making is currently enjoying a big revival, with many artists, designers and craftsmen using the process in very creative ways to make clothing and household accessories.


Anyone who enjoys working with their hands, with fabrics and yarns in particular, can easily produce a simple felted bag. Start with combed wool fibres or with spun woollen yarn, if you prefer, and in no time at all, following the step-by-step projects in this book, you will be the proud owner of a delightful felt bag. So now is your chance to discover this craft for yourself and make a bag – or two or more – that is beautiful as well as practical and hard-wearing.


It is fascinating to witness the process of soft woollen fibres being transformed into thick felted fabric, and particularly satisfying, in the case of the knitted and crocheted bags, which are felted in a domestic washing machine, to know that you intended to shrink them to a fraction of their original size, and did not do it by accident, as many of us have done at some time with a beloved sweater or scarf.


I have enjoyed making the bags in this book and hope that you will be inspired to try some of the projects for yourself.


SUSIE JOHNS
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Basic information


The materials and equipment needed to make a felted bag will vary according to the technique you have chosen to use – whether it is wet felting, knitting, crochet or recycling. If you turn to the beginning of each chapter, you will find a more detailed list of all the items you will require.


Many craft shops and yarn shops carry a range of specialist materials for felting, such as wool fleece, yarns, crochet hooks and needles, and some can be real treasure troves when it comes to other items such as buttons, bag handles and clasps. However there is no doubt that, with the demise of many of the small local wool shops that once graced every high street, buying on the internet has made specialist shopping a whole lot easier; you will find a whole range of useful materials and equipment by typing ‘felting’ into a search engine, or by browsing online craft catalogues.


Hoarders among you may find a use for old wool and cashmere sweaters (even those that have been attacked by moths) and stashes of knitting yarn. Those who enjoy browsing in junk shops and flea markets should be on the lookout for pure wool garments that can be recycled, as well as second-hand knitting needles, crochet hooks, buttons and old handbags that can be dismantled or deconstructed, giving attractive handles, buckles or clasps a new lease of life.
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Try techniques such as needle felting (top) on small swatches, and knit (or crochet) a small test piece (bottom) before tackling a larger project


Wool


The most important material is, of course, wool. This may come in the form of wool tops, which is wool fleece that has been carded (combed) so that all the fibres run in the same direction. It is sold in thick lengths, like a rope, and is used for wet felting and needle felting. The desired quantity can be gently teased away, or the whole rope, or part of it, can be rolled to make bag handles and straps.


Perhaps a more familiar way to purchase wool is in spun form, in skeins, hanks or balls. These can be used to make knitted or crocheted fabrics, which can then be felted by shrinking them in the washing machine.


Ready-made woollen garments, such as scarves, sweaters, shawls and woollen blankets, can also be turned into felt. This is a great way to recycle fabrics that may otherwise be consigned to landfill.




AFTER-CARE: Remember to treat felted items as you would any woollen items. Dry cleaning is recommended. If you prefer washing, it is best to do this by hand; you may be able to wash them in your washing machine on a wool cycle. Washing may distort the shape and you will probably have to ease them back into shape while damp.





You can also buy ready-made felt, manufactured from wool or a wool-viscose mix, for quick and easy results. Do not confuse this with the squares of craft felt available in art shops and toy stores, which is not suitable for use in any of the projects in this book.


Lining


Most of the projects in this book do not require to be lined. Knitted and crocheted felt, when shrunk in a washing machine, tends to produce a thick, firm fabric, and wet felt can be made to your preferred thickness, depending on how many layers of fibres you build up.


Recycled felt, meanwhile, where you shrink existing garments or other woollen items in hot water, can vary depending on the original thickness. If the resulting felted fabric is a little too soft or stretchy, a lining may help to give it substance and make it more hard-wearing.


As well as reinforcing your bag, a lining can also provide a soft, smooth interior, in contrast to the warm, woolly texture of the felt.


To line a bag, choose a plain or patterned silk, cotton or synthetic fabric. Measure the bag and cut the fabric to fit the front and back, as well as the base and sides for a deeper bag, adding 2 cm (¾ in) all round for seams and turnings. You should aim to make your fabric lining into a bag of the same dimensions as the bag to be lined. Next place the lining inside the bag, with wrong sides together, then turn under any raw edges and slipstitch the fold to the top of the bag. To make the lining as inconspicuous as possible, position it a little way down from the top edge of the bag.


ABBREVIATIONS








	beg

	begin(ning)






	cm

	centimetre(s)






	dc

	double crochet






	dec

	decrease






	in

	inch(es)






	inc

	increase






	k

	knit






	mm

	millimetres






	p

	purl






	psso

	pass slipped stitch over






	rep

	repeat






	st 1

	slip one stitch






	st(s)

	stitch(es)






	tbl

	through back of loop(s)






	tog

	together






	*

	repeat instructions between asterisks as many times as instructed






	()

	work instructions inside brackets as many times as instructed
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Look out for beautiful buttons for the perfect finishing touch. Sew on firmly with a needle and strong thread.


To line handles and straps, you can use the same fabric or – better still – use a length of ribbon or tape the same width as, or slightly narrower than, the handle. Velvet ribbon is a good choice for this, as it creates a slip-proof handle that will sit comfortably on your shoulder (as with Mary, on page 44).


To further reinforce the bag, you may wish to create an interlining. This is probably best made from a non- woven interfacing, which is available in a range of different weights. For a really rigid result, choose pelmet interfacing, which is very firm and will hold its shape; it is particularly good for boxy-shaped bags. Plastic canvas, usually sold alongside tapestry canvasses, can also be employed, particularly for reinforcing bag bases – as with Eve, on page 59.
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