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INTRODUCTION: 


Upcycle Older Garments to Make New Toys


Wool is a wonderful fiber. It is durable, colorful, and soft. Just because a sweater or coat is a bit worse for wear or out of fashion doesn’t mean it can’t find a useful new life. The button-jointed toys in this book are ideal for reusing wool fabric that otherwise would be destined for the landfill. The result is a delightful menagerie great for play or display.


These toys are easy to sew by hand and compact enough to work on most anywhere. You’ll find that the felted wool feels lovely as you stitch. Felted wool is thick, giving strength and structure to the figure. Once felted, a freshly cut edge won’t unravel. Because the raw edges of all seams are to the outside, there’s no need to go through the tedious process of turning things inside out before stuffing.


You can use knitted wool (from sweaters) or woven wool (from garments) to make animals. Knitted wool generally felts into a thicker fabric than woven wool and it makes larger animals. Knitted wool also has more stretch than woven wool so it makes rounder animals. This book will brief you on where to hunt for suitable wool, how to identify it, and how to felt it to just the right texture.


These animals are made from simple shapes that, once stitched, are joined to the body with buttons. The thread holding the buttons goes through the body, making moveable joints that allow you to pose the figure. Using vintage buttons will add a lot of interest to your animal. Each button can be different—but it’s important to use the size required.


The wide variety of colors and patterns in wool will give your creativity full range. Add decorative stitching of a jazzy color and some unusual buttons and you’ll have a one-of-a-kind toy that is sure to please.


Safety note: These animals are great gifts for kids, but reserve them for children above the age of three. Younger kids might pull off the buttons and put them in their mouth—a serious choking hazard.
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Choosing Material for Projects



The projects in this book can be made from wool sweaters or coats. They can be found and felted, but if you prefer a specific color or pattern, you can buy wool felt, polar fleece, or knit your own yardage. Here are your options.
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Different thicknesses of felted knitted wool








Wool and Felting


Knitted Wool


Sweaters felt beautifully and are ideal for making animals. They yield thick wool because the process of knitting makes the fabric of the sweater thicker than woven fabric. Knitted fabric has more stretch built into it than woven fabric does. Some wool felts thinner and can be sewn on a sewing machine. Heavier knits remain thick after felting and must be sewn by hand. For example, cable sweaters most often felt up too thick to make animals. Instead, you can use them to make terrific tote bags or throw pillow covers.
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Sweaters are knitted wool; a coat is woven wool





Woven Wool


Woven wool fabric felts, too, but won’t have the same amount of stretch and body as a knitted fabric. Animals made from felted woven wool can be sewn by machine and will be flatter. A coat is the only type of clothing made from woven wool that is thick enough for these projects. Winter coats are made with a great deal of fabric and the wool is much thicker. The challenge is to find a coat-weight wool in bright colors; that’s where the thrill of the hunt comes in. By contrast, men’s suits are too thin and have too many seams to yield large pieces for felting. More often than not, they have interfacing fused to the inside surfaces, which should be removed before felting. The amount of fabric harvested is too small an amount and too thin a weight to justify the work of felting.


When looking through clothing, check for interfacing fused to the back side of the wool. Unfortunately, this can sometimes be problematic to remove. Look under the lining for interfacing (see inset on here). If the lining isn’t loose—making it possible to see the back of the fabric—look for a rip in the lining to peak through. Sometimes it is possible to feel the presence  of interfacing through the thin layer of lining. Should you choose a coat with fused interfacing, you can usually pull it off before felting. If some glue remains on the fabric, the side with dots of interfacing glue can be placed to the inside of your stuffed animal.
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Wool blankets would seem to be a good source of project material; however, they usually felt up too thick to use for animals. If you’re looking for a specific color, you could purchase woven wool by the yard from a fabric or craft store. It is expensive but often a great way to find the color you want. Remember to look for coat-weight wool.


Nonwoven Wool


Available from a fabric or craft store, nonwoven wool has fibers that have been bonded and compressed by a machine. Most often, this kind of felt is not made of wool, although woolen craft felt is available. This fabric is not as soft as felted wool and has almost no stretch. Sew it with a sewing machine.
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Polar Fleece


Available in many colors and patterns, polar fleece can be used and does not need to be felted. Polar fleece has a great deal of stretch. Choose the thickest weight of fleece you can find. Check that the cut edge is pleasing since the raw edges will show when your animal is complete. Sew animals of polar fleece on a sewing machine.
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Hand-Knitted Wool


You can always make knitted wool yourself by knitting some yardage together with wool yarn. This will allow you to take advantage of the extensive color choices available. Knit twice the amount called for in the pattern—that way you will have plenty to work with after it shrinks in the felting process.
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Where to Look for Wool



In your hunt for wool, search for 100% wool items. Many blends will work as well (80% wool and 20% other fibers) but 100% wool is best. Some wool, however, has been treated against shrinking during machine washing and will not felt correctly. It isn’t always possible to know ahead of time if a garment will felt. A “dry clean only" tag is a good indication that it might work. Alpaca and cashmere have much finer/smaller scales than wool does and so is much more difficult to felt. I’ve never been able to felt either one, even after washing it six or eight times.


Since wool garments are made to dry clean, you can’t be sure that the color is fast. Assume the dye may run and use a color fixative, like Retayne™, when you wash the garments.
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Resale shops, thrift stores, and consignment shops are also good sources for wool.
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Fabric stores can be good (if expensive) sources of coat-weight wool.
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Search garage sales and bazaars at churches or other organizations.




EXAMPLES OF WHAT TO LOOK FOR ON THE LABEL
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How Felting Works



It has happened to all of us. A beautiful wool sweater gets mixed into a load of wash. Even if the temperature setting was not on HOT, when we lift out the sweater at the end of the wash cycle, we see to our astonishment that it has shrunk to half its original size. And there is nothing we can do to reverse the damage.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF FELTING


As long ago as 700 bc, Siberian nomads used felted wool to make tents, saddles, and clothing. Tradition has it that in the first century ad, St. Clement experienced a happy accident when he stuffed flax fibers into his sandals to make them more comfortable. Heat, pressure, and perspiration bound them permanently together into a pad—in other words, felt! He remains the patron saint of hat makers and adept felters to this day. “Fullers” made felted wool fabric in the Middle Ages using fuller’s earth, a clay that absorbed oils from woven wool cloth. They applied the clay and then stomped it into the cloth, cleansing and agitating the fibers. “Boiled” wool, used for making stiff Tyrolean jackets, came later.
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