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introduction
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Unlike our grandmothers, few of us are content with only one bag. We need bags in a variety of shapes and sizes to see us through the day – from tote bags for everyday use to smaller decorative bags for evening wear or special occasions. Bags are quite definitely designed on the adage ‘form follows function’ as the things we need to carry determine their size and shape - the corduroy work bag on page 60 is large enough to carry knitting needles and wool, with lots of pockets for paraphernalia, whereas the tiny red velvet evening bag on page 29 will only hold a purse and keys. The design also depends on our lifestyle – city dwellers need bags that are secure or mould closely to the body, such as the tweed handbag on page 76 or the long-handled tote on page 48.


All bags have a handle of some sort, and because the type of handle very much defines the style of the bag, it has influenced the way the bags are featured in this book. The chapters include bags with fabric handles, bar handles, ‘d’-shape handles and ring handles. Handles are made from all sorts of materials, such as wood, bamboo and acrylic and you can find a range of styles in each. This makes it easy to alter the look of a bag: choose a bright acrylic handle rather than bamboo and the look goes from natural to contemporary. Change the fabric from soft tweed to brightly coloured canvas or PVC and the transformation is complete.


There is a huge choice of shapes and styles, from handbags to holdalls, and all the designs can be individually tailored to your own colour scheme or taste to create a truly unique bag. This is made possible because each bag has its own pattern, either drawn out and ready to enlarge, or where the pieces are a regular shape made from precise measurements included in the instructions.


Although a background in dressmaking is useful, you do not need any special skills to make any of the bags featured in this book. Each project has clear step-by-step instructions and detailed photographs guide you from cutting out to making up. If you are a novice sewer, read through the technique section before beginning so that you are familiar with some of the basic skills and refer back to the detailed instructions where indicated in the text.


Making your own bags has lots of advantages – it is not only hugely satisfying and enjoyable but by choosing your own fabric, colours and embellishments you will make a truly unique bag and with so many different designs to choose from you’ll be busy for some time!
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materials and equipment


The type of equipment used for making bags is very similar to that needed for dressmaking and sewing soft furnishings. You only need a basic sewing machine, which has straight stitch, although a swing needle machine that has zigzag stitch can be useful. Remember to match the size of the sewing machine needle to the weight of the fabric, otherwise you will find it keeps breaking. Size 80/90 (14/16) is ideal. Read through this section to give you an overview of the kind of materials and equipment that are suitable for bag making.


fabrics


Bags can be made from a wide range of fabrics – anything from sheer organza to heavyweight furnishing fabrics can be used; it all depends on the style of the bag. When you buy fabrics for making a bag, your first instinct will probably be to head for the dressmaking department, but it is likely that you will find more suitable fabrics in the soft furnishings or curtain material department.


Most bags for everyday use require a fairly firm fabric so that the bag holds its shape in use and is strong enough to hold your possessions or shopping. Furnishing fabrics have that extra strength yet are still easy enough to stitch. One of the other advantages of furnishing fabrics is the huge choice available. Search through the rails of hanging samples in your local department store for gorgeous fabrics such as the polka dot fabric used on page 43 and the lovely cream jacquard fabric on page 84. The minimum order is usually one metre (one yard) but even so, you will have a fairly inexpensive, totally unique bag.
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linings


Linings are the fabrics used on the inside of the bag. The lining covers any interfacings or ugly seams and gives the bag a professional finish. It is important to give the lining as much thought as the main fabric. Linings are generally lighter in weight than the main fabric but you should choose the type of fabric depending on the style of bag. An evening bag can have a luxurious silk, satin or taffeta lining, whereas an everyday tote bag needs a more hard-wearing fabric. Choose colours or patterns that complement the main fabric – this doesn’t mean that the lining has to match – it can be a complete contrast for a really funky look.


interfacings




(from the top: fusible bonding web; sew-in Vilene;
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lightweight woven iron-on interfacing; ultra-soft iron-on interfacing; iron-on canvas interfacing; fusible soft furnishing interfacing)





Interfacings are an essential component of bag making. They are used between the bag fabric and the lining, and you should generally attach the interfacing to the main fabric. The most practical interfacings are iron-on rather than sew-in as they support the fabric completely. You can even use a lightweight iron-on interfacing to give a length of dress fabric enough body to make a bag.


Whichever fabric you choose, it is likely that you will need to use an interfacing to support the shape of the bag. There is a huge range available, from ultra-soft, lightweight interfacings, to soft furnishing interfacings designed for tiebacks and pelmets. The interfacing you use will depend on the choice of fabric and the style of bag you are making. The step-by-step instructions for each bag suggest a type of interfacing to use, but you should try out your particular fabric with the interfacing to check if it is suitable.


bag handles


Bag handles come in all shapes and sizes and are available from craft or dress fabric shops. If you have difficulty finding them, refer to the suppliers’ list to find a suitable mail order company or online store. All the handles used in this book are bought from the suppliers listed on page 95.
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Bag handles are usually grouped according to the material they are made from and the most popular are acrylic, wood and bamboo. Clear acrylic handles, which come in a wide range of shapes, are particularly useful as they can be dyed to any colour using a hot-water dye (see page 17).


Once you have decided on a particular bag to make, look carefully at the style and size of handle. This is especially important if you are ordering from a catalogue or on the Internet. You can choose a handle made from a different material but try to find one that is the same size and shape.


bag findings


Findings is a group term for all the metal fitments or hardware used to make bags. Findings are readily available, and you can buy them at craft shops and department stores. You can make bags without using these fitments but they do give a handmade bag that professional finish. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions for fitting or follow the instructions in the project steps or techniques section.


Magnetic fastenings: these are specially designed as bag fastenings. There are two sections that fit through slits in the bag fabric and are secured on the reverse side. Choose from black, gold, brass or silver finishes.


Foot brads: these large studs protect the fabric on the base of the bag and are particularly useful if the bag has a stiff base. The brads are inserted through slits in the fabric and secured on the inside.


Bag handle loops: some U-shaped handles are attached with bag handle loops. The loops have a removable pin that slots through a hole in the handle.


Eyelets, snaps and poppers: these metal findings are usually sold with a fitting tool although you can buy special pliers. Snaps and poppers are used to secure or fasten, and eyelets to make neat holes in fabric. Small eyelets are ideal for straps or even to create decoration. Larger eyelets are used to carry the cord for duffle bags.
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scissors


When cutting out, use a large pair of dressmaking shears. The longer blades give a cleaner cut, and remember to keep them just for fabric. Keep a separate pair of scissors for cutting paper as they will become too blunt to cut fabric. A small pair of sharp scissors, such as embroidery scissors, is useful for snipping and notching seams, and trimming threads.





techniques


The bags in this book all come with clear step-by-step instructions that are easy to follow if you have some dressmaking skills. If you are a novice stitcher, it will help to read through the techniques before beginning one of the bags and refer back for detailed instructions where indicated in the text.


enlarging patterns


Due to space restraint, it is not possible to include full-size patterns for the bag designs. The simplest way to enlarge the templates featured on pages 88–95 is by photocopying. Each template gives details of how much the pattern needs to be enlarged. Photocopy the template on to a sheet of A4 paper then enlarge on to A3 paper by the percentage indicated.


adding seam allowances


The patterns do not include seam allowances. The seam allowances to be added to the main fabric, lining and interfacing are 1.5 cm (5/8 in) unless otherwise indicated, although interfacings are usually trimmed as close as possible to the stitched seam to reduce bulk. You can add the seam allowances once the pattern has been enlarged if there is enough room on the paper or you can add them as you are cutting out. The technique is the same for both methods.
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• Enlarge the template to the correct size. Using a tape measure or ruler, work around the edge of the pattern marking 1.5 cm (⅝ in) out from the edge. On straight sides you can space the marks out and join with a ruler, but on curved edges make the marks closer together for accurate cutting.





preparing the fabric


The way you fold the fabric ready for cutting out depends on the fabric you have chosen. Plain fabric poses no problems as it can simply be folded right sides together so that the selvedges) are together. Always fold fabric along the straight grain, i.e. along a thread of the fabric so that when the pattern pieces are cut they are straight.
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• If the fabric has a bold pattern, such as that used for the embellished bag on page 52, or a large detail like this embroidered flower, cut the fabric in single layers to ensure the pattern is exactly where you want it.
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