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For Ava and Ben and Birdy and Harry
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Introduction: Get Ready!
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Get ready to learn old-fashioned skills! Get ready to make fresh, fun projects!
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When we started writing this book, it was called Fiber for Kids. We quickly enough realized that it sounded more like a breakfast cereal than a book — and not in a good way — so we renamed it. But fiber is still what this book is about: yarn, string, thread, and fabric, and the different crafts you can do with them, including sewing, embroidery, felting, knitting, crocheting, and weaving.


These are all old-fashioned (and just plain old) skills, but the projects in this book are fresh, and that’s our favorite kind of combination! You can make lots of super-cool stuff, but you’ll get a chance to unplug and unwind, to use your own two hands, to make awesome, inexpensive gifts for your family and friends, and to do something deeply satisfying that needs no batteries, doesn’t involve a trip to the mall, and frees up your mind to talk or think or listen to music as you’re doing it.


These are productive activities instead of consumer ones, which means that you’re making things rather than buying them and using them up, and (as our own kids are sick of hearing about) there’s pretty much no better feeling in the world than that. Are you simply knitting some shoelaces? No. You’re becoming a more capable, resourceful, and creative person. (And you’re knitting some shoelaces.)


We’re covering what we think of as the basics. Our idea is that you can pick up this book and learn any of the skills you need to make all of the projects in these pages, before going on to be lifelong sewers and weavers, knitters and crocheters. (What? Is that too much to ask?)


The chapters don’t need to be followed in any particular order, but we’ve organized each chapter from the easiest project to the hardest, so that you can build skills as you go. If you want to skip around, that’s fine; you might just have to refer back to an earlier instruction to learn the necessary skill. You may also need to refer to other chapters as you work, because many of the projects involve more than one type of craft. In other words, you will felt in the knitting chapter, sew in the crocheting chapter, and embroider in the felting chapter.


You’ll see that we have lots of instructions in these pages, but we also want to encourage you to improvise (make something up) and experiment: to not follow the rules, to figure out a way that works better for you, to adapt and adjust so that everything is just how you want it to be. You will make mistakes along the way, and that’s perfect — not only because that’s how you learn and that’s how you understand the problems that need solving, but also because that’s how you invent new techniques and better ways of doing things.
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We have lots of instructions in these pages, but we also want you to improvise 

and experiment: to NOT follow the rules, to figure out a way that works better for you.




Look Up!


If you’re reading this book and you see a term you don’t know, try looking it up in the Glossary or Index.










Getting Started
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Because these six crafts require different materials and skills, we’re introducing each one separately in the chapters that follow. But whichever craft you choose to do, you will need materials, and we can’t help recommending that you be as thrifty and resourceful and recycle-y as possible!






Gather materials from your home — think old sheets, odds and ends of string and yarn, outgrown clothes that can be cut up — and from generous relatives who have fabric stashes you can raid or knitting needles they’re not using right now. Look in thrift shops and flea markets for craft supplies, fabrics, and T-shirts and sweaters that can be recycled into yarn and fabric, as well as more basic tools, such as needles and hooks.


We like recommending recycled materials because you’re just learning and you might need to start over — and an old T-shirt is a less stressful thing to have sewn badly than a piece of new, expensive fabric.


But we have a slightly mixed message here (sorry) because, while we want you to use what you have or can adapt, we also want you to love the material you’re using! These are slooooow crafts, which means that you’ll be spending a lot of time with them. If you feel like your yarn is ugly or scratchy, that time’s going to be less fun than if your yarn is super soft and your favorite color. Find the right balance for yourself of using what you have and investing in a few quality materials that you absolutely adore.


Our other main piece of advice for getting started, regardless of the craft you’re doing, is to be patient: patient learning and patient doing. You know the expression, “It’s the journey, not the destination”? That’s what crafting is.


You’re not knitting a hat simply to end up with a hat. If that were true, you could just buy one for a dollar from your local thrift store. You’re knitting a hat because knitting is a deeply satisfying thing to do. (Very Zen, right?) Try to remind yourself of this if you find yourself rushing, wishing something would be done already, or on the verge of giving up. There’s time; take it. So make sure you’re comfortable! Warm enough or cool enough. In a work space that has plenty of light. Sitting in a way that doesn’t tire your back. Working with a nice big glass of bubbly water or a mug of hot tea beside you and, maybe, a bowl of popcorn, because snacks are important.







Did You Know?




Busy Hands = Happy Brain






[image: ]






Kelly Lambert is a scientist who studies the body’s nervous system and has spent a lot of time researching the connection between doing stuff with your hands and feeling happy. Her conclusion is that when we perform activities that our brains think of as life-sustaining — providing shelter, making food, creating clothing — our bodies release chemicals in the nervous system called dopamine and serotonin, which make us feel good. (That’s your brain rewarding you for taking care of important tasks.) Do sewing, knitting, and other fiber crafts count? Yup.


As she puts it, “Our brains have been hardwired for this type of meaningful action since our ancestors were dressed in pelts.”




So craft with fiber because it’s fun, because there’s something you want to make — or just because it will make you feel good.









What? Fiber!


All kinds of things are made from fiber. Take a quick walk around your house and you’ll see lots of examples: sheets, blankets, couches, chairs, drapes, clothing, bath mats, dishcloths, shower curtains, carpets — and all of it’s been knit, woven, crocheted, or felted by someone (or, you know, by a giant machine). Touch these items and look closely, and you might be able to figure out where the fiber came from. Fiber can come from many sources, but these are the main ones:


Animals. The fleece or hair of sheep, goats, alpacas, llamas, rabbits, and camels is spun to make wool, mohair, cashmere, alpaca, llama, and angora yarn and other materials, depending on the animal it comes from.


Worms. Thread is unraveled from silkworm cocoons to make silk yarn or thread.


Plants. Material from the stalks and seedpods of cotton, hemp, jute, and flax is spun to make cotton, hemp, jute, and linen yarn, thread, or string.


Human-made materials. Fine strands of glass, metal, and plastic are processed in a variety of ways to make fiberglass, steel wool, acrylic, polyester, nylon, synthetic fleece, and more.
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Tip




When in Doubt


Many of our projects call for recycled materials that you’ll cut up and stitch over. You probably know what’s okay in your house, but ask a parent if you’re not sure. (You don’t want to cut something up only to find out it was your mother’s favorite college T-shirt.)








Solo or Social


One thing we love about fiber crafts is that they’re fun to do in a totally solitary, quietly thoughtful way and they’re fun to do with a friend or even a group of friends. Informal craft parties and get-togethers are super delightful, and they can be especially great for learning new skills, asking questions, and getting help with the project you’re working on.
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We also recommend bringing your project with you wherever you go, partly because it’s satisfying to pull out your knitting while you’re waiting for the orthodontist (hello, time not wasted!), and partly because you may end up in the company of a person who knows a lot about it.


We have to confess: we love this book, and we’ve done our very best to make the instructions clear, but there is still no substitute for learning these skills from a real, live human. Your siblings, parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins, teachers, babysitters, counselors, and friends are the greatest resources you’ve got. Ask around to see who knows how to do what — and then ask that person to teach you! It’s one of the best ways to learn, and it offers an amazing chance to deepen your relationships — especially with older people who are sick of asking for help with their smartphone and who will relish an opportunity to teach you something for a change.


You’re not knitting a hat simply to end up with a hat. You’re knitting a hat because knitting is a deeply satisfying thing to do. Try to remind yourself of this if you find yourself on the verge of giving up.
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Helpful Resources


Besides human teachers and this book you’re holding, there are lots of other places to turn, should you need help learning or mastering a skill.




	
Fiber shops. Yarn and fabric shops often offer classes to crafters of all levels, and you could ask for one for your birthday or for a holiday gift. They’re also staffed with helpful people who can guide you to the right supplies and, if they’re not super busy, answer some of your basic questions or help solve a problem.


	
Websites. There are free and subscription-based websites of all kinds that can help you learn skills and think up ideas for projects.


	
YouTube videos. These are great for skills that are sometimes hard to learn from the page, especially when it comes to crocheting and knitting.


	
Other books. On the off chance this book doesn’t have every last thing you need in it (what?!), look through the shelves in your local library, in both the kid and adult crafts sections. We offer some suggestions in Additional Reading.


	
This book! That’s kind of a joke, but actually, there’s a Glossary, so if you find a word you don’t know, and we don’t refer you somewhere else to explain what it is, it just might be there.










Hey, You Left-Handed Lovies!


If you are learning skills and following the steps and they feel wrong to you, then you might want to experiment with switching hands. (This is likely to be especially true in the Crochet chapter.) Every time the instructions says left hand think right hand, and vice versa. Likewise, when the instructions simply refer to left and right, try reversing them (you can even make notes right in the book, if that helps). If the visual how-tos become hard to follow, try looking at the illustrations in a mirror so that they’ll correspond to the hands you’re using.
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Knotty by Nature



We didn’t include a chapter on knots in this book because, while we think of knots as a skill, we don’t really think of them as a craft — maybe because knots tend to be about solving problems, while crafts tend to be about making things. But some knots are used in crafting and some crafts are entirely based on knots: macramé, for example, and some friendship bracelets.


Suffice it to say, we love knots, and knowing a couple of them is vital if you’re going to be sailing, camping, or mountain climbing (as well as, you know, doing the fiber crafts in this book). Besides, they’re fun to learn.
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Square Knot


A square knot is a strong and attractive way to tie together two ends of a string or rope. It’s an important knot for sailors and scouts, and it’s also used decoratively, for tying sashes and in macramé.
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Clove Hitch


Used by boaters and climbers, this is a great knot for tying a rope to a pole (or a horse to a post).
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Bowline Knot


This is a reliable way to make a loop at the end of a string or rope. It’s especially useful because it’s strong, but also really easy to untie when you’re done with it. Sailors refer to it as the King of Knots.
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Chapter 1
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Sew




Look at the shirt or jeans you’ve got on: wherever there’s a seam — two pieces of fabric attached together — that’s sewing. If you look closely on the underside of the fabric, you probably can see the stitches holding the two pieces together.
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Sewing comes first in this book because we think of it as a basic life skill, somewhere between breathing and, maybe, fixing a bike! Once you acquire some basic sewing know-how — like threading a needle, knotting your thread, and making a couple of simple stitches — you can do all kinds of useful things, such as mend your jeans, stitch a patch to your scout uniform, or add a button to your favorite bag so it will stay closed. To say nothing of the fun things you’ll be able to do! Like make your own clothing or Halloween costume, craft cute gifts for your friends and family, and, well, whatever you dream up.


We’re also starting with sewing because you’ll need basic sewing skills to finish or decorate many of the other projects in this book, even those that start with a different fiber craft, such as knitting or weaving. For example, you’ll need basic sewing know-how to tackle the embroidery projects in chapter 2 and to sew up the felt projects in chapter 3! Luckily, this chapter will teach you what you need to know.
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Getting Started






[image: ]






What You Need


Fabric. We mostly call for fabrics that don’t fray or unravel around the edges, such as cotton jersey (also known as T-shirt fabric), felt, or polar fleece, because they’re easy to work with and you don’t need to hem them! Woven fabrics, like the kind button-down shirts are made of, are harder for beginners to work with, because they don’t stretch at all, and they tend to fray at the edges. If you have a couple of big old T-shirts and a wool sweater you can shrink in the wash (see Felt the Fabric), you’ll have all the fabric you need for the projects in this chapter. If you’re using new fabric, it’s a good idea to wash and dry it before starting your project, so it won’t shrink later and surprise you.


Needles. You’ll need a sharp needle with an eye large enough for the thread: an embroidery or chenille needle is a good bet; don’t use a tapestry needle, which has a rounded, rather than sharp, point. (Trying to sew with a dull needle is very frustrating.) A stray piece of felt is a good place to keep your needles, or (once you learn to sew) you can stitch a couple of rectangles of felt down the middle to make a “book” for storing them.


Thread. We like embroidery floss (also called embroidery thread) because it comes in a million colors, and because you can separate its six strands by carefully pulling them apart if you want to sew with something thinner. (See How to Separate Your Floss for tips on separating the strands.) Alternatively, we like Dual Duty Plus Button & Carpet thread, a very sturdy thread made by the company Coats & Clark.


A needle threader. This optional item (shown above) is handy if threading needles is not your thing.


Scissors. Sharp ones are ideal; you’ll need them for cutting both thread and fabric. (Cut paper with a different pair, since paper will dull them.)


White chalk or a disappearing-ink fabric marker. This will let you mark your fabric with the lines you want to cut or sew, while leaving you the option to change your mind or make a mistake. Regular chalk can be sharpened with a large-mouthed handheld pencil sharpener so you can make finer lines, which you can simply brush off when you’re done sewing.


A ruler or measuring tape.


Pins. Straight pins are useful for connecting a pattern to your fabric before cutting or for joining two pieces of fabric together before sewing. Keep your pins in a pincushion for easy access.
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Did You Know?


Sewing Is Old!


In the Stone Age people in Europe and Asia sewed clothes from animal fur and skin, using needles made from antlers and bone, and thread made from other animal parts, such as sinew, which connects an animal’s bones and muscles and probably made pretty strong thread. The sewing machine wasn’t invented until the nineteenth century, which means that people were sewing by hand, and by hand only, for many thousands of years.
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This bone sewing needle dates back to the second or third century.













How to





Thread Your Needle


If you have a needle threader, great. But even if you don’t, threading a needle is not difficult. For both methods, start by cutting an arm’s length of thread; longer and it’s likely to get tangled, shorter and you’re going to run out quickly and be frustrated.




Using a Needle Threader




	
1. Push the pointy wire end of the threader through the eye of the needle. (The eye is the hole at one end.) Then slip your thread between the wires.
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2. Pull the threader back out through the eye of the needle, making sure to hold one end of the thread to prevent it from working its way out of the needle. Pull the thread through so that you have a 6-inch tail.
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Hand Threading


For hand threading, our preferred method is the old-fashioned “lick and thread.” Gross as it might sound, when you lick the end of your thread, you get all the individual strands to stick together into a point, and it’s easier to poke this into the eye of the needle. Lick one end of the thread, then push that end into the eye of the needle. Pull it through so that you have a 6-inch tail.


Regardless of which method you use . . . voilà! Your needle is now threaded. When you’re pulling a stitch through your fabric as you sew, try pinching the eye of the needle to keep the thread from pulling out of it.
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How to




Knot Your Thread


This knot will keep the thread from pulling through your fabric when you start. The process works best when you begin by licking the end of your thread.




	
1. Use one hand to pick up the end of the longest thread tail. Wind the end of the thread around the pointer finger of your other hand.

(To sew with a double length of thread, pull the short thread tail until it is even with the long tail. Then wind both ends around your pointer finger.)
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2. Use your thumb to push this wound thread off your finger while rolling it slightly.
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3. Pull the loop down to the bottom of the thread, where it should catch into a knot.
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How to


Tie Off the Thread


When you get to the end of your sewing, you’ll need to tie a knot on the underside of your project. Make sure to leave at least 6 inches of thread, or this will be very frustrating!




	
1. When you get to the end of your stitching (or near the end of your thread), turn your fabric over so you’re looking at the back side. Make a tiny extra stitch so that the needle comes up through the place where your last stitch ended.
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2. Before pulling the thread all the way through, poke the needle into the loop you just created.
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3. Pull the thread tight to secure the knot against the fabric and snip the thread close to the knot. Sometimes we repeat the knot before snipping, for extra security.
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Stash It


Mason Jar Sewing Kit


Make a sewing kit that doubles as a pincushion!
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What You Need




	1 mason jar (the kind with a two-piece lid)


	Fabric


	Hot-glue gun


	Polyester stuffing


	Sewing supplies to store in the jar
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How You Make It




	
1. Cut a fabric circle that’s about 1 inch bigger all around than the lid of a mason jar.


	
2. Separate the lid insert from the ring, and wrap the fabric around the lid insert. Make a partial ring of hot glue around the bottom edge of the lid insert, leaving a few inches glue-less. Carefully press the fabric onto the glue to secure it.


	
3. Stuff polyester filling into the unglued opening until the fabric feels taut and cushiony, then finish gluing the fabric to the bottom.


	
4. Reattach the ring and screw it onto the jar. (Add a dab or two of hot glue to the underside of the ring if the pincushion seems inclined to fall out when you unscrew it.)


	
5. Now fill the jar with tiny scissors, thread, buttons, and safety pins — and stick your straight pins and needles in the top!













How to


Sew a Backstitch


The backstitch produces very sturdy seams that don’t pull apart, making it a great stitch for securely closing up something like a beanbag (see Beanbag That Is Also a Hand Warmer). It also produces lines of stitches so close together they look solid — perfect for tracing a drawing or writing. It’s called a backstitch because with every stitch, your needle loops back to your previous stitch before making the next stitch forward. Try practicing on a scrap of fabric before stitching your project.




	
1. Thread your needle and knot your thread. Push your needle from the back of the fabric up to the front, pulling the knot tight against the fabric.
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2. Push your needle down into the fabric 1⁄4 inch behind where you started . . .

. . . and bring the needle back up through the fabric one stitch length ahead of your first stitch.
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3. Repeat step 2 until you have the number of stitches you want.












Tip




Take a Strand


One of the reasons we love working with embroidery floss is because it’s so versatile. If you’re filling in shapes or creating chunky designs, you may want to sew with all six strands of your floss, while other times — like if you’re working a delicate design or a line of writing — you may want to work with only three or four strands of it. To make sure your stitches are secure, though, we don’t recommend sewing with fewer than two strands. (See Separate Your Floss for how to separate strands.)
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