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Introduction


Since writing my first book, How to Embroider Texture and Pattern, I’ve been slowly embroidering my entire wardrobe. This started as a way to jazz up plain T-shirts, then became more functional. I started mending small holes and covering stains with embroidery. Eventually, I started stitching on hats, bags, and shoes, too. Nothing in my closet was safe from a needle and thread!


I will admit, I didn’t immediately fall in love with shoe embroidery. While hand-embroidered shoes are gorgeous, I’ve always viewed shoes as very functional parts of my wardrobe. Mine are constantly in need of a wash, and I never seem to have a pair I can keep clean for special occasions. Spending hours embroidering something I might get mud all over took a little getting used to. But, after overcoming my fears of ruining embroidered clothes, I started to get more comfortable with wearing my embroidered shoes along with the rest of my embroidered wardrobe. I absolutely love each and every pair!


What I learned as I began embroidering shoes is that you need to approach the process differently from how you’d approach traditional hoop embroidery. The thicker shoe fabric and unusual angles may feel odd at first, but if you work steadily through the steps I’ve outlined and take a few breaks as needed, you’ll find success. Remember: All hand embroidery projects take a bit of time, and shoe embroidery is no exception.


The patterns in this book are inspired by nature. I pulled inspiration from my surroundings in the Pacific Northwest, trips to desert locales, and reminiscing on the Converse I used to doodle on in high school. I hope you have fun customizing your own shoes with the projects and designs in this book.


Happy stitching!


—Melissa
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Materials Prep


Ready to get started? This section walks you through necessary materials like types of shoes, thread, and needles, and also covers the basics of transferring embroidery patterns, splitting and knotting the thread, and more. Even if you’ve embroidered before, you’re sure to find helpful tips to make embroidering easier.


Shoes
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Canvas or thin fabric shoes are the easiest shoes to embroider, especially those that lace up (you can open them for a bit more room on the inside of the shoe while you work).







The two primary concerns when choosing shoes for embroidery are material and style.


Canvas or thin fabric shoes (think of Converse- or Keds-style shoes) will be the easiest to stitch on. The thinner the fabric, the less resistance your needle and thread will have as you embroider. This isn’t to say you can’t embroider on thicker fabrics, leather, or shoes with padding, but those materials will be harder on your hands. You’ll find more resistance when working the needle and thread through thicker fabrics.


Shoes that open in the front, such as lace-up shoes, will be the easiest shoes to embroider because you will have easy access to the inside of the shoe. This book also has a few projects that use slip-on shoes. These projects are much more challenging because it is harder to get your hand inside the shoe and see the stitching on the inside. Additionally, small shoes are challenging as they have tighter spaces to get into and stitch in.


No matter what kind of shoes you start with, please make sure they’re clean! The shoes used in this book are all brand new. I found them on Amazon and at my local craft store in the dyeing and needlework sections. Before starting any embroidery project, remove the laces and save them for when you’re finished stitching.




Breaking In Shoes


New shoes are stiffer than shoes that have been worn or broken in, especially in the heel and toe areas. There are a few different techniques to break shoes in—making them easier to stitch on:


• Bend the shoe so that the toe and heel areas are twisted and squished in different angles and directions. By working these sections specifically, you’ll wear the inner padding down some to make it easier to stitch through. This will also make your shoes a little more comfortable to wear.


• Wash your shoes. Most canvas shoes can be thrown in the washer and dryer. A good wash can help wear the fabric a bit, making the shoe material easier to stitch through. Plus, if they’re new shoes, this will ensure any additional dyes are removed before stitching.
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Transferring the Pattern


This part of the embroidery process can often feel daunting, especially if you don’t feel like you have strong drawing skills. Thankfully there are a variety of ways to trace and transfer a design.


CARBON PAPER/TRACING PAPER


This method is great if you have a design already printed. Once transferred and stitched, these designs usually wash out like chalk pencils or can be erased. Carbon/tracing paper is available in various colors like black, blue, yellow, and white, making it usable for any color shoe fabric.
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1 Place the colored side of the
tracing paper on top of the shoe fabric.
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2 Place the design on top of the tracing paper.
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3 Using a pen or pencil, trace the design. Press down hard.
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4 The design is now transferred onto the fabric.






WATER-SOLUBLE TRANSFER PAPER


This transfer method can be used for any shoe and is most helpful for patterned fabrics. For this transfer method you need to first decide if you’re going to print or trace the design. You can print a design directly onto water-soluble transfer paper (I prefer Sulky Sticky Fabri-Solvy because it has a sticky backing) using a printer or trace the design onto the transfer paper.
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For this example, I’ll trace a drawing from my sketchbook to create the design.









TIP


Cutting the separate parts of the pattern out individually can help you better position the design on your shoe, especially if there are large spaces between the design elements
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1 Trace the pattern onto the water-soluble transfer paper. Use a pen that won’t bleed when it gets wet (I like to use a Pilot FriXion Erasable Pen or a pencil). Trim the transfer paper to ¼" (6.4mm) around the edge of the design.
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2 Peel off the backing and press the pattern sticky side down onto the shoe. Make sure the design lays flay and that there isn’t any wrinkled fabric under the design.
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3 When you’re done stitching, simply wash the pattern away with warm or hot water. You may need to agitate the pattern with your finger if there is dense stitching on top of the stabilizer.




TIP


One of the drawbacks of this transfer method is that the sticky backing of the transfer paper can make your needle sticky. To avoid this, just rinse and dry your needle occasionally.
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4 Once the stabilizer is washed away, shape the shoe and let it air dry. I like to stuff a small towel in my shoe to help keep its shape as the material dries.






Thread Prep


For most of the projects in this book, you’ll use 6-strand embroidery thread. This means each skein of thread includes six individual strands, so when you cut a length of thread, you will need to split it apart to create the desired thickness. Each pattern details which color to use and how many strands of thread to use in that portion of the pattern.
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Clockwise (starting top left): Thread gloss, an embroidery needle threaded with three strands of embroidery floss, and embroidery scissors.
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There is a variety of floss types out there, but I encourage beginners to start with the colors I’ve supplied. Once you’re comfortable, then you can experiment!
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