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INTRODUCTION


The rug is one of the first things we look at when we come into a room. It plays a pivotal role in any decoration scheme and its colour pattern and texture can be used to set design themes. Its shape can also influence the way you use a room, designating different areas and directing the flow of traffic. Yet it is difficult to find exactly the shape, colour; size and pattern that will provide the kind of impact that you desire without having a rug custom made at an exorbitant price. By making a rug yourself, you can have control over all the design elements. Moreover; if you make your rug out of rags, it will cost you hardly anything at all.


Rag-rug making is a traditional craft. In Britain and North America the techniques that were most commonly used were hooking, prodding, braiding and weaving. These methods are now enjoying a revival, inspired partly by the desire to transform recycled materials into unique, hand-crafted pieces for the home.


There is much speculation about whether the technique of hooking and prodding rags through hessian began in Britain and was brought to North America by settlers, or whether it originated in North America. Hessian was first imported to Britain and North America in around 1 850, and the oldest surviving examples of hooked rag rugs, dating from about this time, come from the eastern United States and from Quebec and the Maritime Provinces of Canada. Earlier examples have, however, been found in North America; in these rugs, linen with some of its warp and weft threads removed was used in place of hessian.


Many wonderful examples of old rag rugs have survived, particularly in North America, where the craft was very popular Made from old feed sacks, they usually measured about 80 x 1 10cm (31½ x 43½in). A house would typically have some rugs with utilitarian designs that would be used every day and some that were reserved for the parlour or for special guests. For everyday use, designs of swirling lines made up of odd ends of rags were very common in what were called Mish-mash rugs. Checks and other geometric designs were also popular because they could be drawn on to the hessian without making special templates. These rugs often seem sympathetic to modern interiors.


Many of the treasured rugs that were reserved for special occasions have survived because they were kept away from household traffic. There is a great deal of variation in their designs. Printed designs of flowers, animals and boats were often employed; no two of these designs looked exactly the same because the rags used always varied. Other designs were inspired by the imagination of their makers and included combinations of geometric and animal shapes, slogans, people, houses and many other scenes.


Rag rugs have an enduring appeal. The techniques for making them are easily mastered and the abundance of materials that can be used for them is readily and inexpensively available. The techniques used in this book include hooking, prodding (clipping) and braiding. They require very little equipment and in no more than a couple of hours you will be working at speed.


The most common rag rug is a hooked rug, which has small loops of rag that have been drawn up through a hessian background. The pile is usually short and the design is clear to see. A prodded or clipped rug (they look the same, but a slightly different technique is used to achieve them) has a shaggy rag pile. A braided rug is made of braids of rag fabric that have been joined together.


The opening chapter explains the general techniques. You can use these to design and make your own rug, unique to your particular setting, or you can follow one of the project patterns designed for contemporary interiors. Of course, the rags that you find will inspire your own personal variations, ensuring that your rug is unique.
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MATERIALS


Much of the pleasure of making rag rugs comes from finding the materials. Fabrics that look unattractive in an old item of clothing are transformed when included in a rag rug. Rag materials are widely available and inexpensive, but it is impossible to predict what you will find; this is what makes each rug unique. Old clothes, household textiles and wrappings are all good sources. Fabrics that you can use include sweaters (particularly old shrunken ones in which the wool has felted), blankets, curtains, towels, nets, yarns, twisted newspaper, plastic bags, fur, feathers, candy wrappers, dresses, jackets, coats, T-shirts and socks.


While any material can be used in a rag rug, certain fabrics will make it easier to carry out the technique. Hooked rugs are easiest to make if the rag material has a lot of give and some loft; thus knitted fabrics are much easier to work than stiff, heavy fabrics. The best materials include T-shirts, wool sweaters, synthetic knits, lightweight cottons, nets and plastic bags. Heavy woven wools may also be suitable, but the rag strips need to be narrower. Very heavy, stiff fabrics like new denim are difficult to hook and are more suitable for prodded rugs, where a firm fabric is preferable. When making a braided rug avoid fabrics that fray easily and when selecting materials, bear in mind that the pattern on a fabric will be visible.


[image: illustration]


balls of rags.
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rug canvas and hessian.


QUANTITY OF RAG FABRIC


The amount of fabric needed to make a rug depends on the technique to be used, the thickness of the fabric and the length and density of the pile (if there is one). It is best to collect a wide variety of fabrics in your chosen colours, say a large bag full and to add more fabric if you need it as you work. If you are hooking or prodding a rug, you can work out a rough estimate of how much fabric you will need by cutting a 50 x 50cm (20 x 20in) piece of fabric that is typical of the type of fabric that you intend to use. Work the fabric square, then measure the worked patch and divide the size of the finished rug by the size of this patch. Multiply this number by 40 to arrive at the number of square centimetres of fabric you will need.


If you are using one particular fabric in a large area, you may find it difficult to obtain enough fabric from a single second-hand garment. You could buy either new material or several fabrics or garments of a similar colour and blend them together. You could also dye new or old fabric with a commercial dye.


BASE FABRIC


Hooked and prodded rugs require a base fabric to hold the rug pile. Traditionally the base fabric has always been hessian, which comes in different weights or thread counts and different colours. The most common weights are 8, 10 and 12 ounces. The weight corresponds to the thread count number (sometimes called the epi) which is the number of warp threads per inch. The higher the thread count (usually the lighter the weight) the denser the fabric will be. An 8-ounce hessian might have 10 warp threads per inch and would be most suitable for a finely hooked rug, while a 12-ounce hessian has a loose weave and will be the easiest to use with a spring clip tool, where you need some room to manoeuvre the tool. A 10-ounce hessian is the most versatile and commonly used weight of base fabric. Hessian is available in either a natural beige colour or dyed in a variety of colours. In most cases you will not see the base so the colour is unimportant.


Although all the hooked, prodded and clipped rugs in this book could be made using hessian as a base fabric, some makers have used rug canvas, particularly for the prodded and clipped rugs. Rug canvas is not the same as painting or sailing canvas. It is a stiff fabric with enlarged holes between warp and weft threads. You do not need to use a frame to make a rug with rug canvas, but the rug will need a coating of adhesive on the back to hold the rag strips in place.


BACKING FABRIC


When completed, rugs may be backed either with hessian or with printed, dyed or plain cotton fabrics. You can also use twill tape in a suitable colour to edge the circumference of the backing.
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TOOLS & EQUIPMENT


Rag-rug making requires very little equipment and none that is expensive. It may, however, not be readily available; rag-rug hooks and prodding tools are not usually sold in craft stores and may need to be ordered from a specialist supplier (see pages 78-79).


The tools and equipment needed depend on which rag-rug technique you are using - braided rugs require little more than a needle, while a hooked rug requires a hook, frame and scissors. In this book, the specific equipment needed is listed with each project. The various tools that can be used for each technique are described below, as is the equipment that is common to all the techniques.


The one item that is essential to all techniques is a good pair of heavy scissors. You may also want to use a cutting mat and a rotary cutter for cutting the rag strips. This makes the job of cutting many strips of fabric much faster and easier on the hands than if you were using scissors. A tape measure is useful, as is a yardstick, for drawing the rug dimensions and pattern grids on to the hessian. Pins, safety pins, needle and thread are useful for stitching linings to rugs.


HOOKED & PRODDED RUGS


To start with, you will need a thick permanent marker for drawing the rug design on to the hessian. If you do a lot of rug making and like to make detailed designs, you may want to invest in a projector, which can be used to enlarge the paper design to the size of the rug.


Traditionally hooked and prodded rugs are made with hessian on a frame. A 50 x 50cm (20 x 20in) canvas stretcher frame, available from art-supply shops, is a good frame to start with because it makes a rug portable and easy to remount as the hessian goes slack. You will need a staple gun suitable for wood to mount the hessian on to the canvas stretcher frame and a staple remover. If you want to work on a number of projects, you may find it worthwhile to invest in a purpose-built rug frame. This is available from mail-order suppliers (see pages 78-79).
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Selection of hooking and prodding tools.


A canvas stretcher can be used as a frame for hooking by resting most of the frame on a table, but for larger frames and prodded rugs you will need to support the frame on a pair of waist-high trestles. These will need to be secured with G-clamps.


To make a hooked rug you need a hook. A rag-rug hook has a short, rounded handle with a crochet-type hook on the end. The handle fits into the palm of your hand. (If you were to use a crochet hook, the end would jab your palm uncomfortably.) A hook with a latch is also unsuitable. Rug hooks generally come in two sizes: primitive and extra-fine. Primitive hooks are commonly used for hooking with rags. A fine hook is more suitable for wool yarns and very finely cut wool flannel. These hooks can be purchased through mail-order suppliers (see pages 78-79).


Prodding tools are used for making prodded rugs. Anything that can poke rag strips through the hessian can be used: a knitting needle or a bradawl are adequate, but purpose-made wooden and steel prodding tools are easier to use and can be bought through mail-order suppliers. You can also use a spring clip tool to achieve the same look with a slightly different technique. Unlike prodded rugs, clippies are worked with the right side facing the maker.


You may want to coat the back of a prodded or hooked rug with a latex adhesive to improve its durability and make it less slippery. Latex adhesives are sold in hardware stores for gluing carpet tiles to the floor. An old credit card or piece of heavy card is perfect for spreading the latex over the backing.




SPECIAL NOTE


The techniques described in this section follow the traditional, conventional way of making rugs and can be used to make any of the projects in this book. However, makers do develop their own individual techniques and this is reflected in the instructions to the projects. Sometimes these techniques achieve a slightly different look, or it is purely because the maker finds them easier to execute. In time you will probably develop your own techniques, which will be a hybrid of traditional methods and your own personal approach. This flexibility is the joy of making rag rugs.
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