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Introduction



Welcome to your exciting journey of creating rope bowls and projects! You’ll see me use a variation on the word “creativity” many times within this book. The definition says it all: “the ability to produce original and unusual ideas or to make something new or imaginative.” That description is certainly accurate for creating rope bowls and rope projects! Making a rope bowl is a project that can be fluid as you create your design. Ninety percent of the time, my bowl or rope project changes from what I originally had in mind. A shape or color may inspire you to make a change.


Primarily using the zigzag stitch on your sewing machine, you’ll delve into learning how to shape, create angles, and design rope into beautiful bowls, purses, or projects. Your skills will increase from beginner to complex in a very short time, all the while taking incremental steps by learning new techniques. Your confidence will grow exponentially, taking you to the next level and preparing you for your next project. Be warned, as you may have at least four or five new projects running around in your creative mind, waiting for you to get them started.


Most importantly, have fun with each project! Your creative individuality will shine through!


I feel truly blessed to have this opportunity to share my joy and passion of sewing rope bowls and projects with you. Thank you for allowing me to be a part of your Rope Bowl Journey.


XOXO,


Denise




[image: Photo. The Beaded Scalloped-Edge Bowl, one of the projects  in the book, sits on a white countertop next to a potted evergreen plant. The greens and greys of the bowl contrast nicely with the bright setting.]




The Beaded Scalloped-Edge Bowl shows a variety of ways to customize a project: dyeing rope, using decorative stitches, fabric wrapping, shaping the rope, and including beads or other accessories.











My Rope Bowl Journey



I love to share my rope bowl journey because it’s so organic. We can’t anticipate where the smallest of things have a positive impact on our life, but creating rope bowls has certainly changed mine. My journey started during the Covid-19 pandemic when my husband asked if I could make him something for bread proofing. After he showed me a picture of a rope bowl, I started my online research. I had recently purchased a new sewing machine and was intrigued that a bowl could be sewn using rope.


I did my due diligence by watching a few videos and shopped for the recommended supplies. I looked online for rope and, honestly, I picked one purely because it looked like the recommended rope. In hindsight, it was a good choice that was sturdy enough to create structure for my rope bowl, and I continue to use the same rope today.


In my mind, all I could picture is my bowl turning out flat, so after following a tutorial, I was ecstatic! As I was sewing the rope, it was turning into a bowl! I laugh about this now as I teach my beginner classes because my big creative design choice on my first bowl was changing my thread midway from beige to medium brown. How things have changed!


At the time I was creating my first bowls, I visited my best friend who lived in southern California. Our visits were our only time to sew together, so I was excited. Not only was I bringing her a rope bowl as a gift, but also I was going to teach her how to make them. Having a big family, I knew how much fun she’d have creating and customizing rope bowls for her family and friends.


Some of my earliest memories are being with my mom while she sewed. My sister and I played with her sewing supplies: buttons, snaps, and Velcro were the coolest things ever. We also had the most beautiful and elegant Barbie doll clothes that mom meticulously crafted. I can’t think of anything that she hasn’t expertly sewn or repaired.




[image: Photo. An example of the Two-Rope Tiered Basket with Driftwood Handle project, made in light grey and light blue and featuring a pale handle made from a piece of driftwood.]




My rope designs have become more complex and interesting after just a few years of work. Once you get more comfortable, try seeking inspiration from everything around you!










[image: Photo. The Floral Medallion Bowl is made up of reds, pinks and whites, and decorated with pink beads.]




I love adding decorative stitches to embellish the rope beyond the more-familiar techniques of fabric wrapping and rope dyeing.








Since I had limited time while working, my sewing creativity over the years was limited to making rag quilts. I would be considered a beginner sewist, quilter, and embroiderer, so I want you to know, whatever your sewing experience, rope bowls are perfect. This period prompted me to get back into sewing rag quilts, and my 30-year-old BERNINA machine, which is a workhorse, was needing a good cleaning. I took it to get serviced, where I met the owners of the local sewing machine dealership and quilt store. Of course, I looked around and found a machine that featured so many beautiful decorative stitches. I knew those stitches would be perfect for adding to my rag quilts. Little did I know at the time how those stitches would add elements of creativity to my rope bowls.


Shortly after my purchase, I was shopping at the quilt store, and in conversation showed the owner, Veronica, pictures of the rope bowls I was making. She loved them and immediately asked if I’d like to teach classes. Quite honestly, the idea was a bit intimidating because I was a beginner. We were just coming out of the pandemic, so the idea of getting back into the community was appealing, but I also knew that if I were to teach classes that I would want to be confident in my techniques. I saturated myself in learning how to wrap fabric and to create shapes and designs.


From my first classes until now, my techniques have certainly evolved, so I’m excited to share them with you. It’s now been three years of teaching, which I have thoroughly enjoyed. Most importantly, I’ve had the incredible opportunity to work with the wonderful and talented staff at Authorized Vac and Sew and to teach my amazing students, who love making rope bowls and who have become my dear friends. What has been especially meaningful has been the opportunity to share how to make rope bowls with my mom. At 89 years old, she loves creating them and sharing them with her friends.


If you love creating rope bowls, I encourage you to contact your local quilt store or sewing machine dealership where classes may be taught, and share your passion.





Zigzag Rope Sewing Basics



If you are not already familiar with zigzag rope sewing, you’ll be pleasantly surprised with how few materials you need. Even on a standard sewing machine, all you need is the basic zigzag stitch to create beautiful rope bowls! Listed below are the additional supplies and specific techniques you’ll use for creating your projects.


Supplies
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Cotton/poly rope is slightly thinner than cotton rope, but it’s harder to dye for custom designs.








ROPE


My first choice is ¼" (6.4mm) diameter white natural 100% cotton rope, 164' (50m) or 328' (100m). The density of cotton rope provides structure to the project, and cotton allows for dyeing, but other rope types work best for certain effects. Another option is ¼" (6.4mm) black, red, ecru, or blue cotton/poly rope, 164' (50m), which is slightly smaller in diameter than the 100% cotton rope. A benefit of using a rope with a smaller diameter is that it allows more flexibility and versatility. These are available online or in local hardware or home improvement stores. I also occasionally use ¼" (6.4mm) jute rope, but be sure to choose something that is free of any petroleum scent.


Creating bowls and baskets with poly rope is a must in your rope project skill building. The available color combinations, rope sizes, and texture versatility offer a huge selection of creative choices. No need to add decorative stitches or fabric to this project as the colors in the rope and design become the focal features. My advice is to try out different rope types to see what you like. One of my favorite combinations is to coordinate jute with any of the other types of rope.
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There are many kinds of rope on the market which can be used for rope sewing, though I typically use 100% cotton.









BUCKET OR CONTAINER


To ensure your rope is relaxed and not stretched before stitching, the rope will be uncoiled into a large bucket or container. Inexpensive buckets are easy to find at local discount stores; just be sure to buy vessels large enough to contain each rope skein.


DECORATIVE ELEMENTS


This can be anything, such as beads, agate stones, embroidered embellishments, and buttons. These items are the finishing touches for your rope bowls or projects. I usually source mine from online retailers, but they can be found in craft stores as well. If you’re looking for beads, ensure that they have a minimum opening of 6mm, so the rope can fit through. If you have an embroidery machine, try stitching free-standing lace embellishments to add an artistic dimension to your project.


FABRIC


For wrapping rope with fabric for added detail, 100% cotton or batik fabric are the best. They’ll need to be cut into 1 ¼" (3.2cm) strips, cut on width of fabric. I love using batik fabric on my rope bowls. The colors are so appealing, and small prints show up nicely on the wrapped rope. Batiks don’t fray as easily as the 100% cotton fabric, eliminating the additional step of folding over the edge to minimize the fray. They do have some fray, but my philosophy is, “any frays that don’t get covered with your next row of rope can be snipped off if it’s bothersome.”
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Fabric can be used to wrap the rope or as a medallion at the base of the bowl.








If you use fat quarters for wrapping your rope, I recommend sewing no more than three strips together end to end. If your fabric strip is any longer, it becomes burdensome to wrap around your rope.




[image: Photo. A selection of decorative elements, such as wooden beads, glass beads, metal charms and embroided butterflies.]




There are many ways to finish the rope on a project. One of my favorites is to add decorations that have the additional bonus of enhancing the look.










TIP


I recommend wrapping tape around the end of the rope to more easily feed it through bead openings.







[image: ]





SEWING MACHINE


The main restriction for a sewing machine is that it must have the ability to zigzag stitch. Depending on your machine, it may have a maximum stitch width of 5mm or 5.5mm. I use a standard stitch width of 6mm for most of my rope bowls and projects, but a smaller width works too. Please refer to Preparing Your Machine on here for further details. A sewing machine extension table is recommended to keep the base of your project flat as you sew and provide a supportive surface as you create the sides of your project.


SEWING MACHINE EXTRAS


• Sewing machine feet. The closed-toe, clear presser foot is recommended. Being able to see where the needle pierces the two ropes ensures that the ropes will be properly connected. Each sewing machine manufacturer has a version of a clear or mostly clear closed-toe presser foot.


• Needles. 90/14 needles or 100/16 jeans needle. I’ve had an occasional student bring in a sewing machine that doesn’t want to stitch a nice zigzag stitch using a 90/14 needle. Switching to the 100/16 jeans needle almost always resolves the issue. I usually use the Janome Red Tip 90/14, or if I’m using my Bernina machine, I’ll use a Bernina 90/14 needle. I recommend trying the Klasse 100/16 jeans needle if you have difficulty achieving an even zigzag stitch or if you have missed/skipped zigzag stitches.
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Clear presser feet help with seeing the project below to catch the rope exactly where intended.
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The needles needed for zigzag rope sewing are in a general range, though you may need to adjust the size depending on your machine.
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You’ll need top thread and bobbin thread, which will show on either side of the bowl.








• Thread. I recommend high-quality, 100% cotton thread that blends with the undyed rope. I use Aurifil 50 wt. thread, in #2309 or #2310 colors, but there are a number of quality threads available that would work equally well. You also need accent thread that coordinates with the choice of fabric, which I list with each project.


• Bobbins. You need one for each thread color change. The bobbin thread is seen on the outside of the bowls and projects, so you’ll always want the top thread and bobbin thread to match.


NOTIONS


• Pins and pin holder. Extra-fine quilting pins insert easily into the rope because they encounter less resistance than thicker pins. I also like to use a magnetic pin holder to ensure I don’t accidently drop a pin. Clover extra-fine pins, measuring 0.4 x 36mm, are recommended.


• Tape measure. Sewing rope bowls requires a surprising amount of measuring and calculating.


• Scissors. Rag quilt scissors work well for cutting rope. You can also use any scissors that are sturdy enough to cut the rope. Thread scissors are good to have on hand for snipping threads on your sewing machine. I use Karen Kay Buckley scissors for cutting around appliqué pieces. These scissors have micro-serrated blades that help prevent frayed edges.


• Batting. If using fabric on the base of your bowl, you may want to add a little extra cushion. One-sided fusible batting does a great job of adding a nice thickness. My preference is to use Pellon® Thermolam®.
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Straight (quilting) pins will be used to temporarily hold the rope in place and to mark your place.
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Measuring and cutting rope will likely happen throughout the project, so you want tools that are reliable.
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Mistakes happen, so you may need to undo a few rows with a seam ripper and resew. A stiletto can assist in shaping the rope for more complex designs.
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Hold your rope in place with sewing clips, and holding your rope is made much easier with quilting gloves.
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For finishing the bowl, it’s essential to have extra-strength glue that will hold rope.
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A cutting mat can absorb the blade of a rotary cutter, which when paired with a ruler, is perfect for making straight cuts on fabric.








• Fusible. There are several ways to attach fabric appliqués to a project, but the easiest is with an iron-on fusible. This adhesive comes in a sheet that can be applied to a fussy-cut fabric piece; it is now a “sticker” that can be ironed onto your project. I recommend using HeatnBond UltraHold!


• Iron and ironing board. An iron is an essential tool for rope bowl projects. Use an ironing board or wool pressing mat to press your fabrics, folded edge for fabric wrapping rope, applying fusible, and adhering appliqué.


• Stiletto. Stilettos are helpful for pushing ropes as needed to create specific angles or shapes. They reach into spaces fingers might not fit into, such as the areas close to and under the presser foot.


• Seam ripper. Seam rippers are the perfect tool to guide between two ropes to unsew zigzag stitches.


• Glue. I recommend small tubes of E6000 for fabric. Often, you’ll only need just a dab, so a small tube will last through a few projects and, by the time it starts to get a little sticky, you’re ready for a new tube.


• Quilting gloves. These are optional but recommended, especially if you experience any fatigue in your hands or fingers (see the tip box on here).




BEST TIP EVER


Here is where I tell you about one of the best tips ever that I’m so excited to share! I wear a free motion quilting glove on my left hand. I was skeptical at first, so I’m just going to ask you to try it! One of my students suggested it because her hands were fatigued (thank you Vernel, you’re an angel!).


Wearing the glove takes so much stress off your fingers and joints, helping you grip the small rope coil without distorting it. You’ll be able to turn the rope coil much earlier with the assist of the glove because it also reduces the number of times needed to lift the presser foot at the beginning of sewing the rope coil. Many students in my classes have said that it’s one of the best tips ever, and they happily bring their glove to class. Not only does it help when we start our projects, it helps throughout the project.





• Sewing clips.
You’ll want both small and large for your projects.


• Cutting supplies. Cutting mat, ruler, rotary cutter for cutting strips of fabric. Normally I cut my strips of fabric on the width of fabric and wrap one strip at a time.


• Heat-erasable pen: These pens are beneficial for all types of measuring and sewing, especially when it’s difficult or impossible to mark using a straight pin. I use Pilot FriXion because their marks are removeable by ironing or from hair dryer heat.


DYEING SUPPLIES


• Dye. I use Rit All-Purpose Dye. Their website (ritdye.com) has other methods for dyeing rope and hundreds of color formulas to make colors beyond what they offer.


• Plastic container. It should be large enough to hold 3–5 gallons (11.4–19.9L).


• Rubber or latex gloves. Always take the proper safety precautions when working with chemicals.


• Measuring cup. This will primarily be used for the dye, so a smaller measuring cup is fine.


• Table salt. Salt helps the dye bind to fabric, or in this case, rope. Any table salt can be used, even sea salt and kosher salt.


• Liquid dish soap. Soap helps hold the dye in the water to better soak into the fabric.


• Metal tongs. Avoid dyeing your wooden tools by using metal instead!


• Microfiber towel. Or you can use an old towel that you’re fine with getting dye stained.
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The dyeing process only takes a few supplies and reading directions—soon, you’ll be a master!









Preparing Your Rope



One of the very first items I discuss with my students is preparing their rope. Rope is like yarn, where if you wrap it into a ball, you may be stretching it as you go. As you sew, the stretch is released, and your bowl or basket may become distorted. I encourage you to unwrap your rope skein and let it relax in a tub. I purchase these tubs at a dollar store, and they’re just the right size to use at home or take rope skeins to classes. Storing and using your rope from a tub allows you to place it on the floor, letting the rope feed up to your lap or project.


Twists develop on the incoming rope as you stitch rope projects into circles. To resolve these, I smooth and untwist my rope, pushing the twists down into the bucket. What rope I’ve smoothed, I’ll place on my lap. As I sew and the twists move back up into my lap, I’ll smooth another section down into the bucket. Buckets are a great tool and simple solution in a classroom and home setting for containing our rope. Upon finishing a rope project and making the final cut of the rope, untwist your rope in your bucket from the previous project’s twists before starting your next project.
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Rope comes wrapped; uncoiling before use helps eliminate tangles.
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Let your unwrapped rope relax in a tub or bucket before beginning a project.









Rope Dyeing



I love using dyed rope in my projects (and it’s also a favorite technique with my students). Rope isn’t always available in the exact colors needed, so being able to dye rope a specific color easily adds a unique element and more dimension to a project. Dyeing 100% cotton rope allows you to achieve a darker, more vibrant pigment. Use the dyeing supplies on here.
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1 Before starting the dye process, prepare each rope skein by elongating the wrap. Allow significant length on each side, which will be dyed in each bucket. This example will dye two rope skeins in two colors, Evening Blue and Camel.










[image: ]


2 Place the plastic container in a galvanized bathtub or an outside utility sink. Make sure the surroundings won’t be affected by possible splashes of dye and can be scoured with cleanser. Ensure the dye doesn’t get on any grout surfaces—as careful as I am, splashes happen. Add 1 cup (292g) table salt and 1 teaspoon (4.9mL) liquid dish soap into each plastic container.








3 Boil about 1 gallon (3.8L) of water on the stove. Add 2 gallons (7.6L) of the hottest tap water to the plastic container, then add the boiling water. This brings the temperature up to about 140°F (60°C), which is ideal. Add the choice of dye and use the metal tongs to mix. Because the rope is porous, I use one bottle per batch, doubling the quantity of dye per the instructions. I find I reach the desired color with this method.
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4 Add the rope. Fan out the skein of rope to ensure it’s loose in the dye bath. I’ll usually dye two 164' (50m) rope skeins at a time and leave the rope in the dye bath at least an hour. Here, I’m leaving the sections in the middle of my skeins without dye, allowing my rope colors to rotate between Camel, Evening Blue, and natural rope. The rope looks darker when it’s wet, so be sure to leave it longer to achieve your desired intensity. If you want the dye on the rope to be evenly dyed, stir and mix every 10–15 minutes.
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5 The dye is drawn up into the rope as it’s in the dye bath, creating a faded color variance between each color.
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Rit dye comes in many colors, which can be combined to create even more.
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