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Dedication
For my wee Clover, 
whose creative spirit 
I promise to nurture 
forever and always.
I love you, baby girl.
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I’ve been fortunate to make a career from crafting, and one of the greatest gifts it has given me is a sense of true community. I’ve been privileged to meet (either virtually or in person) thousands of fellow crafters as a result of my profession. Because of craft, I share an amazing connection with people all over the world—people of different backgrounds, religions, philosophies, and creeds. I likely would’ve never met or communicated with many of these folks had it not been for our common bond as creative beings and the explosion in the popularity of crafting. So I take great pride in presenting Craft Corps, a celebration of our unique community.




VH




This project was inspired by StoryCorps, the audio project heard on National Public Radio that collects and archives stories told by folks like you and me. The conversations within these pages are the result of 30 interviews I had the pleasure of conducting with some of the most influential designers in the craft industry. They include groundbreaking veterans Carol Duvall and Mary Engelbreit; knitting mavens Shannon Okey and Jessica Marshall Forbes; collage artists Traci Bautista and Claudine Hellmuth; clothing designers Mark Montano and Jay McCarroll; and indie pioneers Leah Kramer and Faythe Levine—each sharing what I call their “craftography.”






The Craftographies
Every entry includes some personal history, some philosophy, and some advice; our discussions covered everything from childhood memories to favorite curse words ($#^&!), and each offers some insight about designing and making cool things for a living. As you read through their craftographies, you’ll see that many of the interviewees have strikingly varied backgrounds. Some went to grad school and have advanced degrees; others barely made it through high school and are self-taught creatives. They were brought up on farms, in wealthy suburbs, and in busy cities.
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On the flip side, though, you’ll find some fascinating common threads: Sandi Genovese and Jenny Hart were accomplished artists as children; Denyse Schmidt and Cathie Filian have fond memories of creative fathers and grandfathers who made them dollhouses; Ed Roth and Travis Nichols both ran art galleries—it’s gratifying to see how much commonality we all share. One of the most striking threads running through the craftographies is the notion that everyone is inherently creative, and how important the sheer act of creating anything is. We talked about many other things, of course, such as the rise of the DIY culture, and the importance of the Internet and social networking communities in making that happen. In the late ’70s, my mom used to try to make a little extra income for our family by selling her handmade pillows door to door; think how different it could’ve been for her if there had been online shops like Etsy to sell her wares internationally, or social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter to promote her business. We’re lucky to be a part of the exciting changes that have helped many crafters find financial freedom and fostered the amazing community I explore in this book.
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The Profiles
But wait—there’s more! Profiles of another 60+ recreational and under-the-radar professional crafters are sprinkled throughout, giving you a glimpse of our wonderfully diverse community that includes military men turned woodworkers, pre-teens who knit to raise money for charity, professional architects turned professional crafters, and baby-boomers who craft while caring for their elderly parents. The Craft Corps movement is even bigger than this book, too. I’ve been collecting and sharing stories on a dedicated website for over a year now. So in addition to the craftographies and profiles you’ll find here, check out www.craftcorps.org for an even greater view into our crafty world. Staying connected with these people who are truly passionate about their craft, be they hobbyist or professional, inspires me on a daily basis. This community is something I value greatly, and as a voice in the creative industry I want to help nurture and sustain it for you and other crafty compadres out there.
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The Evolution of Craft
This project is the next step in craft evolution for me. Writing it was such a great experience! I was pregnant with my daughter, Clover, during all of the six-month interviewing process. There was something so satisfying about being on the phone conducting interviews with people like CRAFT’s Natalie Zee Drieu, who was simultaneously running a Web magazine, answering my questions, and pacing to soothe her own baby. It just felt so uniquely...now to be interacting with other professionals who are juggling work and family, yet staying in touch with their creativity. We seem to be in a very interesting space where people can, in a real sense, do it all. Many of the stories you’ll find here—from hobbyist and professional— certainly attest to that.


I hope that Craft Corps will be a jumping off point for people to relate to each other, craft together, and especially be inspired by each other. To quote Oprah, “Everyone has a story,” and Craft Corps (both on these pages and through the website) shares some of ours with the world. I bet you’ll find a little of yourself in each one of them.






Craft Corps: A book. A blog. A community. A movement. Tell your story!
Log on to www.craftcorps.org to fill out your own crafty profile.
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www.craftcorps.org


www.vickiehowell.com








My Craftography 
Crafts have always been a part of my life. Before I was born, my mother would frequently invite all of the kids from the block over to the house for craft sessions. She’s a teacher both by nature and profession, so this set-up worked out well for everyone.


By the time I finally came along, my mom was primed and ready for mother-daughter craft time, so as soon as I was old enough to hold a glue stick—literally— we started making things. I remember when I was five or so, my friend Amy and I wanted to play traffic cop (which in hindsight seems a wee bit strange, but whatever). We had lollipop whistles, but needed Stop and Go signs, so mom helped us make them out of Popsicle sticks and construction paper. We lived in this sleepy little suburb of Denver that was filled with kids, so the neighborhood adults were prepared for childhood antics. They willingly stopped their cars when they saw us holding up our signs from the sidewalk, and they wouldn’t accelerate until we flipped them to Go. Encouraged by this crafty success, my playtime started to always include making things, and a year or two later I moved from paper and glue to cloth and thread.


My mom used to make most of my clothes, with matching ensembles for my Rub-a-Dub-Dolly. When I was seven, I decided I wanted to give doll dressmaking a whirl myself. I remember tracing around one of Dolly’s other dresses onto two pieces of seersucker, cutting them out, and then hand sewing them together. Later, I moved on to a doll quilt, made from Mom’s fabric scraps and hand tied with yarn.
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My mom and me in 1976. She made our outfits.
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And so it began. Unbeknownst to either my mom or me, the groundwork was being laid for what would be my future career. We made Christmas ornaments out of bread dough, crocheted blankets, punch-embroidered wall hangings, sewed pillows, painted wooden shelves, stamped cards, re-upholstered couch cushions, braided ribbon barrettes, latch-hooked rugs, embroidered shirts; you name it. If it was crafty, we did it! We crafted because we loved it, but often because we had to. We never had much money to spare so we didn’t have a choice; we had to be creative. My mom encouraged me to give handmade gifts to my friends, something that I was sometimes embarrassed by as a kid but later realized the value in—those gifts made me feel special and I hope the recipients felt that way, too.


I asked all the interviewees if there was one moment that stood out for them as they grew up crafty. I’m not sure that there was any special moment for me personally, but all the hours that I spent with my mom creating things really made an impression on me. It was empowering, knowing that we could make things ourselves. It created a lasting bond.


The moment that stands out for me professionally is much more definite, however. Shooting the very first episode of the national television show I hosted for eight seasons, Knitty Gritty, will forever be embedded in my mind. It was so crazy! I had always wanted a craft show, but really, who gets that?! There I was, though, standing in a soundstage on a studio lot, with knitting needles in my hands and all eyes and cameras on me. It was pretty bizarre...and fantastic. That was certainly a turning moment for what crafting could be for me. Not only a vehicle of necessity, nor merely something to feed my creative soul, crafting could also be a livelihood!
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My friend Jamie and me, holding clothespin reindeer we
 made. My mom made the barrettes in my hair and ironed 
my name on my hoodie. It’s probably around 1982.






I should back up a bit, though. Before getting the job hosting Knitty Gritty, there were a few years of crafty self-discovery for me. After the birth of my oldest son I found myself a stay-at-home mom. The hard-core career I was working toward in the entertainment industry had been put on the back burner. Suddenly and purely defined as a mother, I didn’t have that creative outlet and sense of professional accomplishment that was just for me. At the time there was no such thing as Etsy or these little boutiques where you could find funkier, cooler baby stuff, so I started making fun and affordable snapsuits, retro-inspired hooded towels, and leopard-print tote bags with sippy-cup pockets. I also made maternity clothes with unexpected, rock star-esque fabrics and put everything up for sale on a website, Mamarama, that my best friend’s husband built for me. I didn’t have much money, so my dad invested $500 and my mom bought the rest of my supplies.


Several of us were venturing into this brave new world of Internet shops. Kathy Cano-Murillo was starting Crafty Chica; Jenny Hart had begun Sublime Stitching; and Jennifer Perkins created Naughty Secretary Club. We got to know each other and also promoted our businesses through swapping links. Meeting this bunch of really creative, amazing women has proven invaluable to me. Through all of the link swapping and networking we did to promote our businesses, we met the ladies who would start the Austin Craft Mafia—a group of us crafty businesswomen who decided that united, we could be a much larger force to be reckoned with than if we were on our own. (This is another theme you’ll read about in the craftographies.) Simultaneously I sought out community and camaraderie to nurture my new(ish)-found passion: knitting. I started the first Los Angeles-based Stitch ’n Bitch group, then did the same when I moved to Austin. Although these little projects of mine may have seemed like no big deal in and of themselves, they were all building blocks for what I get to do today for a living.


I created a logo for the Stitch ’n Bitch group and because of that, the Knitty Gritty producers where able to find me. The director of development, Alessandra Ascoli (who incidentally is engaged to crafter Dave Lowe, profiled), Googled some of the same terms I had listed in the logo’s tag line and then e-mailed me. I will never forget the moment I read that e-mail. I was barefoot in the kitchen with my laptop on the counter as I was making dinner. The e-mail said that Screen Door Entertainment was looking for a young, hip knitter to host a television show, and did I know anyone who might be interested in auditioning? My heart started racing. I couldn’t believe it—I mean, this was my dream job! How was it that I lived in L.A. and worked in the entertainment industry for years, but it was as a mom in Texas that this opportunity practically served itself to me on a plate?


This also happened to be the time that I had my very first knitting design—a guitar strap—published on Knitty.com. I called Alessandra and pitched myself, filling her in on my background behind the camera, telling her to pull up my design on Knitty.com so she could see what I look like and prove that I did, in fact, know how to knit. It was like everything I had done over the past three years was leading up to that moment. She asked me if I was willing to fly myself to L.A. to audition (which is a testament to how saaaad the budgets in cable programming are). I guess the stars were perfectly aligned, because I already had a ticket to be there just two days later as part of a trip I’d been planning for a year to celebrate my 30th birthday. It was unbelievable! I knew then that even if I didn’t get the hosting job that something had to come out of this whole thing, because everything had just laid itself out too perfectly for it not to. Fortunately, I got the gig. Ever since, I’ve felt an obligation to make the absolute most of that opportunity. I was given a gift and there was no way I was going to waste it, so I immediately started working on getting book deals, speaking engagements, and developing products.
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My first quilt, made when I was about nine.


In a way, my life has come full circle, because crafting has been one of the few constants in my life. Whether I made baby blankets with my mom, plastic fork recipe holders in Girl Scouts, gifts for friends in junior high, or wore a handmade outfit to my high school graduation, crafting has helped me find balance. It allowed me to create things for my kids as my mom had for me, and provided me with a career. It kept me going during a painful divorce. It lets me work from home so that I can be here for my children. Crafting constantly evolves with me, and it has been a great source of strength for me, too.














chapter one 


Amy Butler
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I’ve been a fan of Amy’s vintage-inspired fabrics for years, so I was thrilled when she accepted my request for an interview. I’d never met her before this phone conversation, but found her to be so delightful that I hope we’ll keep in touch for years to come. Her laid-back Midwestern demeanor, coupled with her whip-smart business sense, makes you want to both invite her over for dinner and take a class from her. Fabric designer, author, and entrepreneur, Amy’s an inspiration for all aspiring artists and crafters, because she not only followed her passion and became extraordinarily successful, she also stayed true to herself while doing it! I dig that.




VH




VH: What’s your first craft-related memory?




AB: I have a couple of significant memories, but one that’s kind of fun is that my grandma used to keep me stocked with fabric at all times. She gave me a big bag of fabric after she made halter-tops for my sister and me—I was really inspired by that. I didn’t know how to sew yet, but I had glue paste in a little tub. I took the fabric she gave me, studied her halter-top, and cut out the same tops for my neighbor-friends who were on vacation that week. I glued together several snazzy outfits for them and was so proud that I left them in a cardboard box on their front porch. When they got home, they tried on the clothes and, of course, they fell apart, but my friends were really sweet. It’s a really good memory. I didn’t know how to sew, but I loved fabric. I was always surrounded by it.


VH: Is there a moment from your childhood connected to craft (either directly or indirectly) that really stands out for you?


AB: My mom and my grandmother would get together and make all kinds of stuff. I grew up in the ’70s with dried flower arrangements and those little things called printer shelves (drawers that stored individual letters for letterpress printing). It was a popular collectible trend to find an old printer’s shelf and make little things to put inside it—the shelves were great for displaying small kitschy items, found objects, or handmade pieces. I have all these memories of hanging out and decorating them with Mom and Grandma on rainy days. On the inside, we’d glue little dried straw flowers that Grandma grew in her garden, or we’d make miniature collages with found objects.


VH: Did any of those survive? Are they still around?


AB: My grandmother passed away six years ago, and my mom has a few of the little bits and pieces. I don’t know who has the printer shelf, but it could be under my mom’s bed. I will have to follow up with her on that, but I would love to get my hands on it.


VH: Now, as a professional designer/crafter, is there an equally important moment for you?


AB: It’s every time I sit down and design, even with fabric and sewing patterns— it’s like one of the purest moments. You’re pulled in so many directions when your love of craft turns into a business. A lot of your energy shifts into being a businessperson, managing your work, or supervising the people who help you. Ironically, the hands-on craft time gets eaten away by all the other priorities. So, my favorite, strongest crafting memory as a professional is the pure, focused amount of creative time that gives me total pleasure.


VH: Who, if anyone, do you credit for opening the crafty doors for you?


AB: My mom and my grandma, for sure.


VH: You mentioned making collages and working with found objects. Were other crafts done in your home?


AB: That’s the thing—they did everything. My grandmother was a prolific quilter. She also knitted, sewed garments, made curtains, pillows, and things for the house. She’s kind of like a crafty MacGyver who could do anything. My mother is also artistic, and is now a quilter. So, I inherited my creativity gene from them. They also did rug hooking, macramé, flower drying, and decoupage. That was their joy and their time to have fun when they weren’t raising kids and taking care of husbands.


VH: You’re most well known for your work in the sewing world, but are there other crafts you enjoy?


AB: I love knitting, but I’m not an accomplished knitter.
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VH: I didn’t know you knit!


AB: I guess I have been knitting for six years. I’m pretty new at it. I’ve just graduated from scarves to hats.


VH: Congratulations!


AB: I have lots of good friends who love to knit, and a lot of us get together, drink wine, and chitchat. So, I really enjoy knitting, making jewelry, and beading. I do a little bit of paper crafting, too. I’m not really a scrapbooker, though. I enjoy creating scrapbook products and can appreciate it, but I don’t have time in my life to really build albums.


VH: There are so many supplies involved in scrapbooking!


AB: It takes a lot of organization to keep all that stuff in a place where you can easily find it. I think it’s cool. I just get wound up in all the little pieces. I prefer smaller projects like making cards more so than scrapbooking.


VH: Has your card making influenced your line of stationery, or was that more directly a translation of your fabric design?


AB: It’s more directly a translation of the fabric design. I met my husband in art school, though, and we used to make cards, little artifacts, and art pieces. We would make mixed tapes for each other with elaborate handmade covers.


VH: Although we’ve come leaps and bounds over the past decade, society still doesn’t place much value on handicrafts, especially as related to a career. One of the many reasons I wanted to do this book was so that well-known, successful people like yourself could tell their stories in hopes of escalating that value. Please tell me a bit about how you took your passion for being creative and turned it into a business.


AB: I’ve had to consolidate, but every experience is connected to the next one. I went to art school and graduated with a B.F.A., focusing on imaging and graphic design. I was hired by Hallmark Cards right out of school but was torn between two different job offers. I interviewed with Tahari Sportswear in New York City and Hallmark in Kansas. Hallmark was interested in illustrators, but they were also filling positions for a non-card-related division. My portfolio showed a lot of design work and was print intensive, and I think they saw that as a translation into their everyday occasion division of non-card products such as party goods and gift-wrap. I interviewed at both places but ended up going to Kansas City, because the New York gig was sort of a trial and error period. They wanted me to do a 90-day test run without a real salary, and they wanted me to live with a group of women that were working in the company.


VH: That’s kind of creepy! 


AB: It is kind of creepy. I’ve never been driven by money, but I knew I had to stand up on my own two feet. My parents didn’t have anything for me to fall back on. I couldn’t take that risk. I grew up in a small town and thought Hallmark looked really good. I worked there for over four years, and after about two years into it, I wanted to switch to a different division.
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I actually ended up in a business division with an art director role, but less hands-on. I developed products for party goods, invitations, and gift-wrap. I would translate my ideas to a studio artist, and we would create collections together. Essentially, I realized I wasn’t a corporate person—there were 5,000 people on campus; it was very political; and I hardly had any creative time. It was more business-focused, but I appreciated that because I didn’t get that kind of education in art school. It’s come in handy ever since and was a real blessing, but I still remember having anxiety attacks and thinking, “Maybe this isn’t for me.”


I have been sewing all my life, even when I was working for Hallmark. On the side, I collected new and old fabrics and made bags, stuff for my house, and gifts for friends. I started a side gig where I made art-embellished bags that I sold at gift shops. Dave, my husband, was working as an art director in Kansas City at a small studio, and he encouraged me to quit my day job. We downsized, moved into a smaller place, and sold our car. I started working part-time as a receptionist at his design studio. I helped the office manager with accounts and learned about invoicing, which I started doing for us the next year with our own business. Deb Turpin, the owner there, said to take every Friday off so I could work on my business and my sewing. She explained that it’s really good to do something for yourself and keep it going. Because she was so awesome, I try to do the same thing for the people that work for us. The pay-it-forward concept was a good influence. We worked that way for a year and a half. Because our family was in Ohio, we decided to move home in 1992. We did some freelance graphic design work, and then we officially started our business, Art of the Midwest. We’ve been self-employed for 18 years now.
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VH: Congratulations, that’s huge.


AB: That’s how it all got started. We took on any kind of freelance work we could get, and I simultaneously worked with some ex-Hallmarkers who were doing surface design. With one vehicle, I had to walk to my part-time job at an apple orchard. I picked apples during the day, painted at night, and had a couple days off during the week. Before I knew it, I was doing illustrations for Dave’s graphic design jobs. Over the course of two or three years, I began illustrating full-time.


We ended up meeting some folks from Country Living—friends of ours had their house photographed, and they thought the editors would like to do a story about our house. Country Living came and photographed our place, and we hit it off with their team, creatively and editorially. We hadn’t really done much story production, but they were really interested in the fact that we were artists and were always making things. They asked us to help them with stories that involved crafting or entertaining, which was right up our alley, so we became occasional contributing editors. After about two and a half years into our seven-year relationship, they found out about my fabric stash and sewing obsession. Readers of Country Living love to collect, and fabric is one of their main attractions. Nancy Merritt-Soriano, editor in chief at the time, wanted me to produce some stories, showing readers how to mix old fabric with new, and how to make things for the home. We thought it was important for readers to make a couple of the projects, so we ended up producing sewing patterns to sell through the magazine. I was inspired by my friend Nora Corbett, who is a cross-stitch designer and owns a company called Mirabilia Designs. She and her husband were producing and selling cross-stitch patterns, and she suggested I print up some sewing patterns to sell to the magazine. I actually licensed the Country Living name, which was my foray into licensing—my patterns were called Country Living Sewing Patterns by Amy Butler.


VH: So they didn’t license you—it was the other way around?


AB: Correct, I licensed them.


VH: Good for you. That’s kind of brilliant.


AB: They were so nice and made it very easy for me. They didn’t need a minimum guarantee. I didn’t have any advance money or anything. They just wanted reporting done a certain way, and they wanted me to provide updates on how things were going. I paid them my little $500 royalty payments each quarter. It lasted for a couple of years, but due to cost issues, they couldn’t afford to inventory products anymore in a warehouse, so I stopped selling through the magazine. Readers kept requesting patterns, so people from Country Living encouraged me to sell them on the side. I had no idea on how to get it going, so I asked around at some local quilt shops and fabric stores, and they said to go to Quilt Market.


The next spring I set up my first booth at Quilt Market with a total of five sewing patterns. That was seven years ago and marks the beginning of my sewing pattern business. I met FreeSpirit Fabrics there, and a couple of other companies introduced themselves and invited me to design a fabric collection, which honestly had always been a dream of mine. Quilt Market was a real blessing, and Donna Welder, who owned FreeSpirit Fabrics, was a true visionary and was willing to take chances with different designers. Quilting was predominant at the time, and I was coming more from home décor and fashion, so my patterns were more accessory-based. I had the opportunity to do the fabric line for FreeSpirit, and that spring, my first collection, Gypsy Caravan, launched. Ever since, there’s been a great connection between the fabric and the sewing patterns because one helps support the other.


VH: Drafting patterns for sewing is definitely a skill set. Is that something that you gained from art school or kind of learned on the fly?


AB: I kind of just winged it. I had some pattern-drafting experience, but it was more garment-focused. I didn’t like technical construction sewing when I was in college, so I would scrap the pattern and just sew from scratch. I made things up as I went along, and that’s how I developed the pattern. I just used common sense; I drew shapes out flat and experimented with seam allowances. I was able to get the desired effect—it comes from sewing all my life and having technical guidance in college.


VH: What is it about fabric design, specifically, that speaks to you creatively?


AB: I think it’s a combination of pattern and color. It’s the story you tell when you put all the right prints and all the right colors together. I love color, and I love print.
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VH: Your design style has the recognizable, signature look of someone who appreciates merging the old with the new. How would you define your style, and how has it evolved since you started your first studio in the ’80s?


AB: My style is very eclectic and has been inspired, for sure. My whole design vocabulary started when I was a little girl, because of the household I lived in. I always liked a combination of modern and vintage, but I think my taste evolved over the years. I get excited about architecture and stylings from different periods. I really get excited about combining a lot of unexpected details from different eras and bringing it all together with modern color, modern scale, and the actual application of fabric. I have always been a vintage/modern kind of girl, but not 100 percent one or the other. I think Midwest Modern, which is the name of my book, is a good description, but it’s not necessarily where you live that defines your aesthetic. I was raised in a rural environment, but I really gravitate towards beautiful designs. I guess you could call it corn-fed design!


VH: Corn-fed contemporary.


You’ve been really smart in marketing your products by encouraging shop owners to create kits from your patterns and fabrics. Has it benefited you to get retailers actively involved in the presentation of your products?


AB: It’s the key ingredient. Collaboration makes everything successful. Retailers have brilliant ideas; they know how to market; and they know what their customers are looking for. I think it’s important to hear about their needs. At the same time, I share my ideas with them and tell them what I have up and coming, and they give me valuable feedback. The partnership is about relationship-building, enjoying whom you collaborate with, and having open communication.


VH: Just from a business view, it gets them invested in your product.


AB: Oh yes, they’re like kids in a candy store. Retailers never tire of new ideas, and they never stop getting excited. As long as I can keep them excited, and as long as they want to do creative things with the fabric or offer suggestions, we’ll continue working together.


VH: That is so anti-corporate and brilliant, I have to say.


AB: I think it’s a fine line. I think there are processes and things you can learn from corporations, but this is a handmade business. People working with their hands experience a process of happiness and pleasure. You can’t put that into a file folder, or organize it, or categorize it—you’ve got to let it be its own thing; otherwise, it wouldn’t be any fun. Business is necessary, along with its processes and policies, but those things can’t define a craft business.
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VH: Sewing, as a trend, experienced a long dry spell in popularity. Although the overflowing fabric stores that were around when I was a kid are now few and far between, sewing, itself, is experiencing a resurgence. What’s different, do you think, about this wave of stitchers from the last?


AB: It’s interesting, and I really can’t quantify this, but I don’t think the spirit behind crafting is different at all. I think maybe the intensity and passion might be turned up a few notches. I think about what women’s lives might have been like a long time ago. The world is a very different place now. A lot of us raising our families have a passion for craft and might even want to start a small business. That’s a lot to balance. In almost every household, both partners have to work. When I was growing up, my mom and grandmother didn’t work, and women crafted for the joy and pleasure of it, but it wasn’t a stolen moment. Now, I think women and men who craft have even more passion for it, because it’s their sole outlet; it’s their stress reliever. It adds so much meaning to life and helps them define it. Crafting is not just a pastime, it’s soul food.


VH: Do you think that’s why the simpler, quicker projects have become so popular? I remember my mom laying out a plaid blazer where she had to match the patterns, and it took forever. That would never happen in our lives now, but we can do a purse.


AB: That’s so true. I’ve watched folks’ interests in patterns, and beginner patterns are the most popular. My number-one selling pattern is my easy Birdie Sling bag.


VH: Sewing has a strong history of perpetuating community through sewing circles. Now that the days of village women spending hours together are gone, how do you see the modern-day sewing community being nourished?


AB: I think it just gets stronger and stronger. Everybody’s ability to connect through craft blogs, sewing blogs, and the Internet is phenomenal. I think sewing has exploded because people have so much access to inspiration, information, and education. If you think about it, when we were growing up in school, we had home economics, sewing, and art classes. Now girls aren’t getting that. Women in their 30s possibly could have gone through a curriculum where they didn’t get any sewing at all. I think it’s phenomenal to see the energy flying around with people connecting and making things. It’s so inspiring, and you feel even more connected because you’re not alone or in an isolated world, sewing by yourself. You may not have the time to go to a meeting, but you can get on your computer at midnight and talk to people all over the world who might be trying the same pattern.


VH: On a humanity level, it’s a way to connect with people you wouldn’t necessarily have anything in common with. I know through knitting and crocheting that I have dear friends all over the United States who have nothing in common with me on the surface, but once I delve in I realize this person has a similar sense of humor, and we both love this or love that—even though we have completely different styles. It’s a great icebreaker, in a way.


AB: It is an amazing unifier. It’s a great symbol of how connected people are, and we don’t realize it. It’s such a positive connection that reinforces good stuff in everybody’s lives. To be able to share that experience, whatever piece you can, just creates more good energy.
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VH: Do you actively participate in the online craft community?


AB: I don’t have time. I don’t usually have the luxury of looking around and joining a chat, and things like that, but I do write blog contributions. I sometimes connect directly with people in specific sewing circles, groups, or blogs, but I don’t explore much on my own or research. I wish I had more personal time to spend in blogland—the ideas are amazing.


VH: Is there anything else you’d like to say about what crafting means to you? 


AB: It’s probably the biggest gift I have in my life, because it’s allowed me to live in a world of no limits. That may sound kind of hokey pokey, but craft is a creative effort, it’s a creative force, a creative energy. It’s always been a part of my life, but it never stays the same. Doors are always opening in different ways so that craft weaves in and around my life. It just keeps getting better. I feel blessed that I can actually make my livelihood based on the thing that means the most to me. I get to be artistic in how I make a living, and that’s priceless. I can’t imagine another life, and I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like next month, next year, or in the next two years. Unlike a corporate job where I have a specific role, I am not defined by one specific thing, and craft allows you that flexibility and satisfaction. It’s the gift that keeps on giving!








For more information about Amy and her projects, go to:
www.amybutlerdesign.com








The Crafter’s Studio 




In the great tradition of Inside the Actor’s Studio and James Lipton:








What craft sound or smell do you love?
I actually love the smell of fresh printing on a box of sewing patterns.


What craft sound or smell do you hate?
The sound of my sewing machine jamming up.




What career, other than quilt-world domination, would you like to try?
Master gardener.






When you break your machine or slice yourself with a rotary cutter, what is your favorite exclamation?
Sh@tballs.

















C*R*A*F*T Corps
Share Your Story! www.craftcorps.org
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jennalou.typepad.com




Words to Craft by:


Adults always ask what you want to do when you grow up. They point you in the direction of notable careers like doctor, teacher, or lawyer. Go to college. Get a degree. Work in a comfortable, secure job (usually one that entitles you to a desk and three collapsible walls). I was lucky. I was gently told these things, but I was also told to pursue my real passion, for life is nothing without passion. For the longest time, I didn't know what that was. I worked in awful jobs for awful people, until I found sewing. Being behind a sewing machine gave me the power to be someone new, to create and design, and to be free. It started as a hobby but soon turned into a full-time love affair. Then it became a way to support myself. Finding this craft has been a blessing. I want to share it with the world and show that you can unlock joy by following your dreams.
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infinitadiversidade.blogspot.com




Words to Craft by:




My best friend left Brazil to marry a Dutch man, and now she has a three-year-old daughter. They were

at my house visiting last January, and I took the opportunity to try making a dress for the little one. It was taking a bit more work than expected, so I

stopped for us to go to a movie, and I left the pinned-up dress on the table. My little client wasn't happy; she wanted to wear the dress that day, so she picked it up from the table and ran to her mother asking to wear the dress to the movie. I was biting my nails because the dress was full of pins, and I was afraid she would hurt herself. No amount of talk would resolve this situation, so I sat at the sewing machine with the little girl standing at my side, watching my every move. Talk about pressure! I felt like I was in a Project Runway challenge! But I finished the dress. It gave me a very warm feeling to see something I made being so well-received and liked.














chapter two


Cathie Filian
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I’ve known Cathie for years. We originally met at a publishing party in Vegas, but it was our time spent together as part of the DIY Network family that really made us close. Cathie is most well-known as the Emmy-nominated co-host (alongside her crafty partner-in-crime, Steve Piacenza) of TV’s Creative Juice, but is also a prolific designer, author, and spokesperson for Mod Podge. She’s a trusted colleague, a respected businesswoman, and a great friend. Oh, and she’s a redhead, so she’s got to be special!


VH


VH: What’s your first craft-related memory?


CF: Definitely sewing with my grandmother. She was a big sewer. She was the one who got me in front of a sewing machine. The first thing I made was a pair of pajamas that she helped me with. She used to go to fabric stores and always drag me along, and she traveled a lot and always brought back these crazy, exotic fabrics.


Also, maybe a little bit before that, I remember making Christmas ornaments. That was also a big thing with my grandmother.


VH: Was there anyone else crafty in your family?


CF: My mom was pretty crafty, and my dad was pretty crafty too, although I don’t know if he would call it that. He has a lot of tools and is super creative. He built a dollhouse for me with this amazing yellow vinyl flooring and shag carpet. He built the kitchen with 2 x 4s, then carved lines for the refrigerator and other things. I think everyone in my family has a little bit of the crafty gene, but everyone’s little bit compounded in me.


VH: Do you still have the pajamas you made?


CF: I don’t have the pajamas. What I do have is Lowly Worm. When I got the measles, I went to stay with a neighbor. I was so sick and my mom was working, so this woman took care of me. We had Richard Scarry’s Busiest Day Ever book, from which we made a felted Lowly Worm. I still have it. I remember she didn’t have enough stuffing, so she stuffed it with pantyhose instead. I think that was when I realized, “Oh, you can use whatever you want.” Those memories definitely stick out.


VH: You may have already answered this, but is there a moment from your childhood connected to craft that really stands out for you?


CF: Yes. I have a summer birthday, so we never had a birthday party during the school year growing up. Lots of times my mom would try to organize some sort of party for me that wasn’t necessarily a birthday party. For several years in a row, she threw valentine-making parties. She would cover the table with butcher paper in our formal dining room. All the little kids would get together with glitter and glue flying everywhere and make these valentines. It was all the girls from my classroom—girls, no boys! I almost think of it now as an old quilting bee, or a bunch of girls sitting around having a glass of wine, but we were these little kids making valentines and giggling about boys.


VH: I love that—that’s a great memory! Do you have a memory now, as a professional designer/crafter, that’s an equally important moment for you?


CF: Wow, it’s so hard to choose one. I think, probably the first day of shooting the second season of Creative Juice. The second time, we didn’t have any other companies attached to us, so we were really on our own. For me, there was such a sense of accomplishment because of that. The craft itself was actually a television show we were making. I remember thinking that our craft always came from the entertainment industry, and we were making our craft.


VH: Do these very different moments hold the same weight of feeling within you?


CF: They’re totally different, but hold the same weight. I feel like as a kid, it was just so special to be able to get together with friends and make stuff, and so cool that my mom thought to come up with another way we could have a party that wasn’t about celebrating a birthday.
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VH: That’s such a great idea! I have a son whose birthday is five days before Christmas and another one whose is 12 days after, and it’s the same challenge— they’re not in school and everyone is so over everything celebratory. It would be a good idea for me to implement your mom’s plan.


Who, if anyone, do you credit for opening the crafty doors for you?






CF: My grandmother. I also had a really cool woodworking teacher in high school. I don’t even remember his last name. We called him Mr. Phillip. I tried to figure out who he was so I could get back in contact with him and give him a little hello, but I can’t find him to save my life without knowing his last name!


VH: Because Googling Mr. Phillip doesn’t work.


CF: Right. I went to a kind of strict school. They didn’t understand the concept that I wanted to take woodworking class. They had dissolved the home economics department, which is just so sad. I wanted to do something, though, besides taking another art class. The school just didn’t think it was going to be cool to have a girl in the woodworking classroom.


VH: Another way of saying that is: the school was very sexist!


CF: Yes—they thought I might break a nail. I really wanted to learn how to use those tools, though! Mr. Phillip took the case to the principal, laid out how ridiculous they were being, and they listened to him. I was in the class for my junior and senior years. In my senior year, two more girls enrolled. I thought it was pretty cool that we shook up the woodworking classroom.
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VH: That was your first step towards defining your own creative pathway. Please tell me a bit about how you took your passion for being creative and turned it into a livelihood for yourself—and an Emmy award nomination!


CF: I’d been in the film industry for 10 years doing costumes.


VH: Did you go to school for costuming?


CF: I actually went to school for textile science. With that degree, you basically go work for a textile company and develop new fabrics, or you go work for a designer. I did the fashion industry thing for a very short time. My first job was an internship for Betsey Johnson in New York City, and it was fabulous! I actually got to work directly with Betsey.


VH: I want to do that now!


CF: It was pretty fantastic. People who are familiar with her know that she designs most of her own fabrics, so that’s where the internship was applicable to my degree. I loved it. The fashion industry, though, is just so much about sales. I hated all of that stuff and realized that it was not for me. From there, I twisted that experience into working with costumes. It kind of fell into my lap. I made some calls and within three days I’d found a job. I was doing costumes on a television show, and that’s where I met Steve Piacenza, co-host of Creative Juice. We were complaining about the lack of creativity in our jobs—I was doing costumes, and he was in the art department. It seemed like we were always telling someone else’s story. After a while, you want to write the story yourself.


[image: 9781454703228_0026_001]


We decided to get out of the film business and open up a store in Los Angeles that would feature handmade items and local artists’ pieces. We had no money. We barely put any money into the business, and most of the stuff was on consignment. We also made stuff to sell there. People started to take notice of us sewing things on site to sell. We decided to start doing something called Handmade Happy Hour where we’d have wine and cheese and show people how to make things. Our hope was that they’d either purchase the materials or the finished project. Nobody ever bought the materials; they always wanted the finished goods but were fascinated by watching us make them.


Right about that time, we were getting frustrated with crafts on television. There were not many shows. I don’t even think Knitty Gritty was on yet. This was probably eight or nine years ago. The Carol Duvall Show (see Chapter 5) and The Martha Stewart Show were on. They were both awesome shows, but completely different than what we were looking for. We wanted to come up with a concept that was not artist-driven, but more suitable for everyday crafters.


We realized how much people enjoy watching the creative process and hoped that, along the way, they would pick up a bottle of glue or buy some glitter to make things themselves. From there, we started talking about it more seriously, and we decided to do something to get more crafting on television.


We took $3,000 and our film know-how and shot a pilot. Well, sort of—we did it all wrong and didn’t follow any of the rules. What we did right was to make the pilot look like a commercial. It looked like the show had been on for a year, and we were featuring highlights from it. We were dressed in holiday clothes for some segments; we shot on location, etc. A lot of agents told us how wrong we did it, but it landed on DIY Network’s desk and they loved it! Within just a few months, we were in production. It was a crazy journey. Today, it’s a full-time business for us. We’ve done 104 episodes of Creative Juice; we produced our Halloween show; and have received three Emmy nominations. We took this little tiny idea, and were able to see it through.


VH: So exciting! You’re a crafty Jill-of-all-trades. Is sewing the craft that speaks to you most creatively, or is there another craft?


CF: Sewing is the craft I started with, and I love it, but I don’t sew for myself anymore. That’s the sad thing.


VH: There’s your new tagline: “It’s a sad thing.”


CF: It’s not a “good thing,” it’s a “sad thing.” I do love making jewelry for myself and do it a lot because I feel like I don’t have to explain my choices. When I get tired of the piece, I cut it up and make something new. I love altering clothes and making jewelry.


VH: There’s got to be a level of instant gratification with those things, as well.


CF: That’s the thing. What used to be such a hobby is now business. So, if I’m making something for a project, I’m thinking things like, “Oh, don’t use lilac beads because you just used lilac yesterday.” It becomes much more of a science and a business, as opposed to only expression. Whereas, if I’m doing something just for myself, I feel like I can be much looser with it.


VH: What’s your favorite thing about crafting?


CF: I think it’s making something that’s really mine. It’s hard to explain, but you can’t buy it. It’s not always right. It’s not always pretty—but you did it. I think it’s just the idea of being able to take something from your brain and explore it through whatever medium you’re working in. When it’s finished and you love it, there’s no greater feeling than that! It doesn’t even matter if you get compliments on it or not.
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VH: But it sure helps!


CF: It’s lovely!


VH: Over the years I’ve had the opportunity to meet a variety of crafters who are also musicians, writers, actors, graphic artists, etc. I’ve found that if people express themselves creatively in one way, they are likely interested in multiple forms of creativity. I believe that all things creative are linked together. Do you find that to be true for yourself?


CF: Oh yes, absolutely! Just like when you said music—for me, when I pop in a CD or listen to my iPod—it all runs together. Also like making films—we make TV shows but are constantly coming up with film ideas that have nothing to do with craft. I think it’s the same for men, but they may not recognize it all the time. I think back to college—every guy in a punk garage band was my boyfriend or a good friend. We would all sit around making posters and T-shirts. Would they call that being crafty? Hell no.


VH: No, but musicians are so crafty because they have to be!


What role, if any, has crafting played in your own sense of community? What outlet has enriched your own community the most?


CF: I’m lucky. In Los Angeles, we have a really big craft community. It’s been fun getting to know the people here. There’s this funny thing that people believe because you’re on TV—that your e-mail isn’t real or something—it’s so far from that! People think it’s much more glamorous than it really is. It’s not. At all. You know that!


VH: Oh, yeah. I once read a blog post that said, “That Vickie Howell’s made of money!” I thought, “Oh lady, if only you knew. We get paid like minimum wage to make our shows. We basically get paid in glitter!”


CF: I know! If only I’d planted that money tree. Dang it!


L.A. is filled with people who are expressing themselves through music, acting, writing, photography, crafting, or whatever. Out here, it’s pretty fun. Chances are, if you go to a party, you’ll stand next to someone who’s pretty creative.


VH: Is there a particular outlet, either a group or online, that’s helped the most with enriching your own community?


CF: We just went to Felt Club, run by Jenny Ryan (see Chapter 25), and it was a huge success. I was very happy to see all the different people selling their stuff. Organizations like that are really strong parts of the community. We also have a Los Angeles Craft Mafia and lots of workshops popping up all over the place. The scrapbooking and quilting communities are really big out here. Social networking websites such as MySpace, Facebook, and Flickr have been amazing, too! You’d be surprised how many people you find through these outlets who might live in your backyard and have similar interests, but you just never knew. Even though social networking is global, it’s also a great resource for finding local community.
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VH: Community doesn’t necessarily involve having people over for coffee. Community’s more of a feeling, don’t you think?


CF: Absolutely.


VH: You’re in the rare position of not only being a professional crafter, but also a celebrity because of it. Do you see this reality as an example of how the industry and our society are evolving, or are people just paying more attention to what’s always been there because of mass-media avenues like the Internet?


CF: I think it goes in waves. It was big in the ’80s; it died down in the ’90s; now it’s big again. I hope it doesn’t die down again. I think the involvement of big business dies down, but I think the community is so strong now. I believe creative people (although they may change their medium from crochet to felted beads, etc.) will always be into something creative. It’s almost like this beast has been unleashed. There are so many places in print and online where people get their information—they’re swapping not just recipes, but craft instructions! There are so many places where people get their information for free, which I think is awesome.


I do feel like craft is here to stay. I think the trick is getting big businesses to believe it: networks, publishers, and large chain retailers. Those are the people shying away. I’m so sick of the word craft being treated as a dirty word. It’s so not! There’s still this feeling that crafting is just for grandmas.


VH: It’s crazy that feeling is still out there. The fervor of fighting against that stereotype has been so high for the past decade that it’s like, “Really? You’re still talking about that same, tired subject?”


CF: I actually think it’s getting worse. The other day, I was working on a network pitch and wanted the logo to incorporate a pair of scissors. I second-guessed using scissors because I thought the show would be pigeonholed as craft, even though the show has absolutely nothing to do with craft. That kind of stuff is really sad to me. Especially with the economy in the state it’s in [in 2009].


VH: That’s what’s so interesting, because the network we worked for ended up going all home improvement with their programming. It’s crazy because nobody can afford to remodel their homes. It doesn’t matter though, because big  companies will still sponsor those shows. There’s no money in the craft industry to sponsor them, and that’s the bottom line. Advertising.


Do you feel a sense of responsibility as a feminist woman in a traditionally female community to use your voice as a forum for progression within that community and beyond?


CF: Yes. The show really came with a whole new set of responsibilities. I don’t think we knew that would be an aspect of our work when we started, but it’s something I feel very strongly about and embrace as much as I can. I think it’s important that we all support each other as much as possible, because that’s how we’ll stay strong.


VH: Is there anything else you’d like to say about crafting?


CF: If I had to choose one thing, I think it’s important for people to just try it. I think people can be crafty in so many different ways: in cooking, in making things, whatever. I think it’s really important for people to make a time and space for being creative. That space doesn’t have to consume rooms, either. It can be just a box of supplies. Make time, though. It’s so healthy for people to have quiet time making something.


For more information about Cathie and her projects, go to:
www.cathieandsteve.com








The Crafter’s Studio


In the great tradition of Inside the Actor’s Studio and James Lipton:


What craft sound or smell do you love?
 Mod Podge.


What craft sound or smell do you hate?
 I hate the “eeeeeeeeeh” sound that metal on metal makes.


What career, other than craft-world domination, would you like to try?
 I’d like to be a film director.


When you burn yourself with a glue gun or poke yourself with a sewing needle, what is your favorite exclamation?
 Sh#t, sh#t, sh#t!
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C*R*A*F*T Corps 
Read More Stories! www.craftcorps.org
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www.oneredrobin.com


Words to craft by:


I have always had a yearning to be creative and spent that creative energy drawing, painting, and writing short stories for most of my life. As much as I loved doing those things, there was still a sense of just falling short, and I could never figure out why. When my first child was born, I wanted to make her something that was unique and from my heart. I borrowed an old, clunky sewing machine, found an easy softie pattern on the Internet, and spent a few hours teaching myself how to sew. My daughter was delighted with the imperfect and wonky softie I created. Her reaction was amazing, and it instantly filled that small void I had been feeling with other creative projects. I was hooked—softie making became my passion. I have been making softies for the last two years, and I love how every little critter or doll I make ends up having its own character and personality.
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glamspoon.typepad.com/glamspoon


Words to craft by:


With six children in the family, we couldn’t afford designer jeans and trendy outfits. When I needed a dress for eighth grade graduation, my mother introduced me to this wonderful thing called a thrift store. For little money, I bought vintage pieces and one-of-a-kind items that no one else in school had, and I developed an aesthetic that stayed with me. If something didn’t fit, my mother showed me how to alter it, so throughout high school, my clothes were unique and custom made. Fashion has always been a big part of my self-expression, and it’s empowering to make something with your own two hands. Knitting was another great love of mine growing up, because I was creating fabric from yarn. My mother was a meticulous knitter and would rip out eight rows to fix one dropped stitch, but I was more of a rebel with patterns. Today, that’s how I create my one-of-a-kind glamspoon pieces—nothing is sketched ahead of time. I let recycled textiles inspire the design, and a couple of hours later, I have a signature piece of wearable history.














chapter three


Jenny Hart
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Before a trip to Austin in 2002, I contacted Jenny to see if she’d be interested in meeting to talk shop (I lived in California at the time). I was a fan of her work, but also just happy to have found someone to brainstorm with, who was also venturing into this new world of crafty Web businesses. Shortly after that, I moved to Austin, and together with eight other creative women, we founded the Austin Craft Mafia, which has since branched out into Craft Mafias across the world. Jenny’s an artist, author, designer, and founder of the popular embroidery company, Sublime Stitching. Her edgy patterns, cutie-pie kits, and amazing embroidered portraits can be found in stores and galleries worldwide.


VH


VH: What’s your first craft-related memory?


JH: I grew up drawing and doing artwork. My mom sent me to drawing classes from the time I was about five. For me, it was more about drawing than crafting. I remember making a project in school, though, where we took an egg carton and turned it into a caterpillar, which was a really cute project. I was really little, but I remember coming home and wanting to re-do the project again all by myself. That’s one of my earliest crafting memories—coming home and going, “Oh, I understand how that worked, and I want to do it again without the teacher.”


VH: So you didn’t want to change the way it looked, you just wanted to be able to do it independently?


JH: I think both. I really liked taking that little bit of knowledge and going, “Look what I can do with it now!”—the independent aspect of it.
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VH: Is there a moment from your childhood connected to craft that really stands out for you and has stuck with you throughout your life?


JH: Well, yes. Phyllis White, a British woman who went to our church, taught me how to knit when I was about 10 years old. It was something I really enjoyed. I liked having her teach me. It wasn’t something that a lot of my girlfriends were doing at the time, but I remember wanting to make a scarf for my doll. After my first lesson, I was so enthusiastic to get started that I didn’t realize I was adding stitches with every row, so my scarf just got bigger and bigger. It turned into a scarf that was so big, my dad used to wear it.


VH: Now as a professional designer/crafter, is there an equally important moment for you?


JH: To be honest, and I’m not just saying this to be wistful, there are too many to pinpoint just one. That’s a really tough question. For me, personally, the experiences that have come out of learning how to embroider—what it did for me, and how I wanted to share it with other people and get them interested—has brought so many experiences that I couldn’t have anticipated or imagined.


VH: Who, if anyone, do you credit for opening the crafty doors for you?


JH: I have always felt extremely indebted to Debbie Stoller (author of the Stitch ’n Bitch series of books), Laurie Henzel, and the people at BUST Magazine, because they were the first to publish my work. I also credit Randy Franklin at Yard Dog, an art house in Austin, who was the first person to put my work in a gallery setting. The two aspects of how I work with embroidery are as craft and as fine art, so those are the people who set my work off on those two paths. I’ve always been really grateful to them for that.


VH: Even though we’ve come leaps and bounds over the past decade, society still doesn’t place much value on handicrafts as a career. Tell me a bit about how you took your creativity and turned it into a career.


JH: When I started working in embroidery, it was for myself. There was such an enormous response, though. People would see me embroidering and want to come talk to me about it, or they’d see the work I was doing and would get really excited about it. They’d never seen embroidery like mine before, or they hadn’t seen anybody embroidering in years. I wanted to share my experience from learning it.
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and www.vickiehowell.com
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Age: Over 18. Well, 29. Maybe not.
| don't want to talk about it.

Digs: suburb near Seattle, WA
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designer

Fave Crafts: sewing
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