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Learning to sew


Deciding to learn how to sew, and being able to clothe myself in whatever garment or fabric type I choose and tailor it to my changing body, has been one of the most liberating decisions of my adult life. The same can be true for you, too!


From the outside, with all the complicated-looking gadgets and apparently unattainable techniques, sewing can seem very intimidating – but once you have the basics down, it’s much easier than you might think.


As someone who didn’t learn to operate a sewing machine until the age of 29, I’ve been careful to cut out the fluff in this introduction to sewing and get straight into sharing the important skills that enabled me to sew clothes from day one.


Once you’ve picked up some basic knowledge about choosing fabric, taking measurements, using a pattern and everyday sewing skills, I suggest it’s best to jump straight into your first project. There are 15 in the book, ranging from a simple headband to an elegant wrap dress and ideas for upcycling existing garments. As you work through them you’ll come across new techniques, such as inserting zips, neckline facings and bias binding, that you can use in projects of your own. So whether you are interested in learning a new craft or are simply fed up of being at the mercy of clothing stores, you will, by the end of this book, get to the point of being able to say, ‘I made it myself!’


Juliet Uzor


@julietuzor_
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Basic sewing kit


Although there are countless sewing gizmos and gadgets on the market, the good news is that very few of them are absolutely essential. Here are my suggestions for a basic sewing kit; if other more specialized tools are needed for a particular project, I’ve mentioned them as an extra.


[image: Illustration]



SEWING TOOLS


The first thing you need to sew your own clothes is a sewing machine. Why a sewing machine instead of a needle? The simple answer is that if you want to create robust, wearable garments, machine stitching is the best way to achieve this. The stitches are more consistent, professional looking and faster to sew.


Your first sewing machine need not be very expensive; in fact, at the start of your sewing journey, it’s worth considering borrowing or renting one. For simple projects, including those in this book, all you really need are the straight and zig-zag stitching functions, although a buttonhole function is an added bonus. A simple, inexpensive sewing machine should still come with all the most important attachments – an all-purpose foot, a zip foot, a buttonhole foot, spare bobbins and a basic machine maintenance kit.


To complete the projects in this book, you will need a few different kinds of sewing machine needle, as listed in the table opposite. It’s important to match the needle size to the weight of fabric you’re using: as a general rule, the more lightweight the fabric, the thinner the needle you will use. It’s a good idea to invest in some spare bobbins, so that you can keep them wound with the colours you use most regularly.


With the basics covered, you can move on to familiarizing yourself with your machine works. All sewing machines are built differently, so read your sewing machine manual thoroughly in order to understand what the parts are and how they function. Practise threading your bobbin and sewing machine, raising and lowering the presser foot and sewing in straight lines over and over again on pieces of old, scrap or recycled fabrics. This will help you to gain control of your machine, maintain consistent rows of stitches and learn the functions of the various buttons.


In addition to a sewing machine, you will also need pins, which you will use to pin pattern pieces to your fabric and to hold pieces of fabric together before you sew them. You will find pins with both plastic and glass heads. Coloured pin heads are easier to see against the fabric (and when you drop them!); glass heads have the advantage of not melting if you accidentally iron over them. It’s also worth having a few hand-sewing needles in your kit for temporary stitches, for certain finishes and for sewing on buttons and snap fasteners.



MEASURING TOOLS


To achieve accurate results in the clothes you make, the most important piece of advice is to measure many times and cut once. I recommend that you have the following three measuring tools in your arsenal: a flexible measuring tape for measuring yourself; a ruler for accurate measurements and for drawing straight lines; and a sewing gauge for marking seams, hems and smaller parts of garments such as collars, facings and cuffs.


MARKING TOOLS


These tools are used for transferring marks from sewing patterns to your fabric and for tracing templates onto fabrics. There is a wide range of mark-making tools on the market, from traditional tailor’s chalk to water-soluble pens, heat-erasable pens and dressmaker’s carbon paper and a tracing wheel. You may need different tools based on the fabric you are using, and it is worth first testing them out on a scrap piece of your chosen fabric to make sure they behave as you want them to.


CUTTING TOOLS


Dressmaker’s shears or a rotary cutter are ideal for cutting out most fabrics. Bear in mind that you should keep a separate set of scissors just for cutting fabric and avoid using them for anything else such as paper or card. If you opt for a rotary cutter, then you will also need a self-healing cutting mat. Dressmaker’s shears have an angled handle that allows you to cut without having to lift the fabric up from the table, reducing the risk of the fabric sliding around and causing inaccurate cutting. They come in different lengths – 20–23cm (8–9in) is a good length to start with, as it allows you to make fairly long, smooth cuts yet still cut tight corners. If you are doing a lot of sewing, you should have your shears professionally sharpened on a regular basis.


Other important cutting tools include thread snips for cutting off stray threads while sewing, stitch rippers (also known as seam rippers or unpickers) for undoing any mistakes, and pinking shears for giving the raw edges of fabrics a clean, zig-zag finish to reduce the possibility of fraying.


FINISHING TOOLS


An iron is essential, as you should press the fabric at every stage of the sewing process to ‘set’ the stitches and create neat seams. Do ensure that your iron is of good quality, with a steam option and a range of heat settings. You will also require a pressing cloth to prevent making iron marks on fragile fabrics and to protect your fabrics from scorching. Always remember to test the heat setting of your iron first on a scrap piece of your project fabric.


An ironing board (tabletop or full-sized) is essential, and a tailor’s ham is a useful addition for pressing the curved parts of a garment.


USEFUL EXTRAS


These may not sound like obvious tools for making your own clothes, but a small strip of washi or masking tape applied to the throat plate of your machine 1.5cm (⅝in) from the needle will make it easier to keep your seam allowances a consistent width – just keep the edge of your fabric lined up with the edge of the tape as you sew. And a chopstick or knitting needle is extremely useful for pushing corners out to a neat point when you turn items right side out.
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Fabrics


The freedom to wear clothes in fabrics of any colour, design, pattern, texture or heritage is one of the greatest advantages of learning to sew your own clothes. Through these textiles, we can explore the artistic aspect of sewing – but there are elements to consider beyond that. The first things to consider are the way the fabric is constructed and whether it’s made from natural or manmade fibres.


WOVEN OR KNIT?


Woven fabrics


Any fabric that has its fibres horizontally and vertically interwoven is a woven fabric. Woven fabrics include cotton (arguably the biggest sewing staple when it comes to fabric), drill, chiffon, polyester, silk, denim, corduroy, crepe, georgette, velvet and many more. Woven fabrics are mostly created without stretch properties, except those blended with other types of fibre or when they are cut on the bias, at a 45-degree angle (see here).


Woven fabric comes in a wide variety of colours, patterns and fibre types, including natural and synthetic fibres. It is worth noting that woven fabrics may be stiff (upholstery fabrics) or lightweight (georgette fabrics), but they share a basic fact in common: irrelevant of their composition, their edges will fray when cut. The level of fraying differs from fabric to fabric.


Woven fabrics are a good choice for beginners because they are much more stable, easy to control and hardly stretch out of shape as you work with them.


Knit fabrics


These fabrics have their fibres looped together to form either two-way stretch fabrics or four-way stretch fabrics. Two-way stretch fabrics stretch in only two directions, while four-way stretch fabrics can stretch left, right, up and down. Jersey, which is mostly used for T-shirts, is an example of a knit fabric. There are also athletic and dance fabrics that are made from spandex, another type of knit fabric.


Knit fabrics need to be handled and sewn in a slightly different way to woven fabrics.


NATURAL OR MANMADE?


Fabrics can be made up of either natural or manmade fibres. Natural fibres come from plants such as cotton, bamboo, flax and so on, or are animal-based, like wool and silk (which comes from silkworms). Manmade fibres include polyester, nylon and spandex. These fibres are twisted and made into yarns that are then either knitted or woven into fabrics. Fabrics made from natural fibres tend to be more breathable, making them more comfortable to wear in the summer months, but they can lose their shape with washing. Manmade fabrics are hard-wearing and retain their shape well, and they are often easier to wash and care for, but they are not as gentle on the skin.


Most man-made fibres are made with processes using crude oil, and unlike natural fibres, they are not biodegradable, so in general, natural fabrics are a more environmentally friendly option. However, it’s worth remembering that natural fibres are derived from plants and animals that require space and water to grow or rear them, as well as people to process them, and not all natural fabrics are equally sustainable. Searching for ethical and sustainable suppliers and researching different fabrics will help you make informed choices.



SELECTING THE RIGHT FABRIC


It is easy to feel overwhelmed when buying fabric because of the way fabrics are organized in stores and online. Some fabric stores organize their wares based on their purpose – for example, fashion fabrics, special occasion fabrics, quilting, upholstery etc. – and this makes the selection process slightly tricky.


Fabrics come in bolts of differing widths (commonly 112cm/45in and 150cm/60in). You may well be tempted to immediately buy all the fabrics your heart desires, but it is important to pay close attention to the recommendations that accompany sewing patterns. This is because different fabrics behave in different ways, so will only be suitable for certain projects. The sewing projects in this book come with lists of suggested fabrics for optimum results, as do commercial sewing patterns, so it is worth deciding which project you are going to make before purchasing your fabric. Check your garment pattern instructions beforehand to ensure that you purchase the right amount of fabric and the width specified. Bear in mind that if you want to pattern match, you may need more fabric than the pattern calls for.


It’s also important to feel the fabric; even if you’re buying online, most suppliers will let you order a small sample swatch. Think about the weight of the fabric and whether that’s appropriate for the type of garment you’re making: do you want a light, floaty fabric for a blouse or something more heavy duty, such as denim, for a skirt? Does it crease easily, like linen? Can you wash it or does it need to be dry cleaned?



COMMON FABRIC TYPES


Cotton


A natural fibre, cotton is known for its versatility, with many different weaves, weights and blends available. Cotton fabrics do not slip or slide like their light-weight counterparts, but are sturdy, stable and easy to cut, sew and iron, making them very popular with beginner sewers. Cotton fabrics should be machine washed at 30/40°C before use and steam pressed on a hot setting.


Denim


Denim is a sturdy, cotton-based fabric that is available in different weights and is sometimes combined with elastic fibres for some stretch. Heavier-weight denim fabrics are best sewn using purpose-made heavy-duty sewing needles, which should be size 14/16. Denim should be washed separately at 30/40°C before use and steam pressed on a hot setting.


Jersey


Jersey is another cotton-based fabric that is known for its softness and elasticity. It comes in a range of blends, weights, weaves and stretch capacities, including French terry, Ponte Roma, double knit, interlock and sweater knit. Jersey fabrics drape very well and should be sewn using ballpoint needles (size 11/12) because the knitted nature of their fibres. Jersey fabrics shrink a lot so pre-washing is advised at 30°C. For more information on working with knit fabrics.
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