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For all who know, deep down, that they are capable of incredible things.







The Joy of Sewing by Hand


When you close your eyes, you can see it already: a garment that you would love. You can see its clean lines, its beautiful details, its silhouette over your body. The perfect proportion, the perfect shape—it’s all right there in your mind.
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That picture strengthens, clarifies, as the days pass. Finally one day, you feel ready. You scrounge up your tape measure, a pencil, a ruler or two. Standing in front of the mirror, you hold the pencil between your lips and the tape measure around your body. You squint, assessing the perfect dimensions for each element of your vision. Intermittently you scribble measurements on the back of a scavenged envelope. Mostly, though, you just stand there, pondering.

Eventually the envelope is filled with scrawled numbers. Scanning it, you realize you’re ready to draft. So off you go, off to the kitchen table or the living room floor or the basement ping-pong table. You unroll a couple yards of some junky old wrapping paper, flipping it so you can draft onto the clean white side. You sharpen your pencil and find a soft old eraser, a ruler or two, a squaring tool.

It’s hard to know exactly where to begin, but you know that the best way to start is to simply draw a line. So you place the ruler and slide your pencil along it. A tick mark here, another there. You square out, measure along, plot a tick mark, connect. Measure, plot; measure, plot. Sketch a curve, refine it, squint, refine. The measurements are essential, but your eye is everything. Breathless, you’re gorgeously lost in pursuit of that perfect shape. You’re getting there. Measure, plot. Points and lines and space and thought.

Often the lines seem to draft themselves. At other times, you’re unsure how to proceed. In those moments you dig a shirt out of your laundry hamper to check its collar shape, or you strip off your pants to measure their rise lengths. Maybe these extra bits of information bring clarity, or maybe you realize you’ll just need to try something—anything—and see how it goes. There is a freedom in the shrug-and-draft method. Your shoulders soften.

Eventually the draft is complete. You trace off your pattern pieces, label them, cut them all out. You step back and see a mess of beautiful shapes arrayed on the table before you.
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Do you cut and baste a fit sample? Perhaps. After all, it’s the only way to know if your draft—your educated guess—is a good match for that vision in your head. Then again, perhaps you skip the fit sample. I’ll never tell.
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Life gets busy. It’s a month before you’re ready to cut the pieces out of your “real fabric.” Cutting time necessitates good tunes, so you press play on an album you loved in your early twenties. You spread out the fabric, arrange the patterns, and secure them with a water bottle, a couple of soup cans, and some nice rocks you once gathered at the beach. Your fabric shears glint as they work through the material. Straight lines are easy enough; sharp curves take focus. After the perimeter, you snip the little notches. Just as the album finishes, your pieces are cut. Tomorrow morning you’ll begin to sew.

Hand sewing is quiet, both literally and figuratively. You can stitch late at night or early in the morning without disturbing sleeping housemates. Breathe and listen: The only sounds are the soft tug of thread through fabric, the dull tap of needle touching thimble, an occasional snip of scissors as you prepare another length of thread. Perhaps, too, a warm puff from a nearby steam iron. The creak of a chair beneath you, or the rustle of blankets as you shift on your bed. Breathe, stitch, and notice your thoughts focusing, coalescing, dissolving—hand-sewing time offers a rare spaciousness. Watch as a line of stitches accumulates beneath your fingertips: a visual map of your inner progress through this moment in your life.

The sun rises higher in the sky, and you pack your hand sewing into a bag. You go about your morning routine, go off to work or errands or whatever else today brings. But you carry something with you: your hand sewing. In spare moments of time, you place a few more stitches. During phone calls, in waiting rooms, on a lunch break, on a train commute, at school pickup—the day is full of these moments. By nightfall, you’ve made unhurried but significant progress on your project.

As modern humans, we live our lives in clothes. But as hand sewists, we have the privileged option to also live our lives in stitching practice. Our handsewn projects absorb the memories of where we’ve been, the people who’ve surrounded us, and the feelings we’ve held along the way.

Someday, when your garment project is done, you’ll slip into it. The cloth will fall gently around your body. Wrapped in handsewn softness, you’ll feel a quiet, steady strength in the garment’s seams, along its hem, around the neck.



Now pause.

If you listen, you’ll hear them: the whispered stories of a life—yours—lived in the making.
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A Bit of Context before You Start


As I wrote this book, I found myself assembling a list of philosophical “disclaimers.” They’re bits of context to help you interpret the following pages. Reference materials and project instructions are great in their own way, but more than anything, I hope to share the spirit in which I make things, including this book, and the spirit in which I hope you’ll receive what I’m offering.


Own Your Skills

First, and most importantly, I hope you’ll take these skills and ideas and run off in your own direction with them. You don’t need to make a single project from this book or follow a single piece of advice I give. The skill-building information I share is meant to provide tools for you, but you can choose to leave those tools in your toolbox and reach for others instead. The “rules” of patternmaking and hand sewing are just utensils, really. They don’t know what you want, they can’t think for you, and they certainly can’t make clothes for you.

If you take away nothing else from this book, I hope you’ll hear me when I say: You already know more than enough to start figuring out how to make yourself amazing clothes.

Truly.

This book represents what I currently consider to be really good, helpful ways of approaching clothes-making. And it’s skewed toward techniques that I believe can be effectively communicated in book form. But there are a million ways to do everything. Please believe in your own understanding.

At its core, this is a project book and provides visual proof that hand-sewing techniques can be applied to creating modern clothing. The bulk of the book is filled with projects—modern, basic garments—that offer specific, applied instances of patternmaking and hand sewing. They are meant to be examples, though. Take what you find here and then make whatever you’d like to wear. That’s the best way to learn.


Hand Sewing in Our Modern World

Humans have been hand-sewing for tens of thousands of years. The sewing machine only came into widespread use beginning in the mid–nineteenth century. Before that time, absolutely everything was stitched by hand. There’s no need to prove that clothing can be sewn by hand—people have already been doing that for a dizzyingly long time. What is new is the idea of applying these ancient techniques to the types of clothes we wear today. For that, there is little precedent. How should we stitch a T-shirt by hand? There is no “should”—there is no tradition to follow—so we get to make it up ourselves. And isn’t that exciting?

I work in the garment industry as a technical designer, which means I deal with the “engineering” behind the clothes. I’m coming from a very modern, industrial perspective, and the instructions in this book are grounded in my modern, industrial experience. There are many people who know a great deal about historical traditions and techniques in clothes-making. I’m not one of them. I’d encourage you, if you’re interested, to learn more about historical sewing methods. There is so much to be learned from those tens of thousands of years of sewing tradition, even if you plan to stitch only modern clothes. At the same time, I think it’s kind of exciting to stitch up clothing without knowing all of the old, “right” ways to do things. How should it be done? Any way you like! There is no right way, so do it any way that works or that you suspect will work. (And if it doesn’t work, that’s great, too—you get to learn from that, build what you know, and adventure on.)



What’s (Not) In This Book

This book is really two books in one: It includes distinct patternmaking and hand-sewing sections for each garment project. You can use either section or both—whatever suits your needs and goals.

Why does this book give patternmaking instructions rather than include a pattern envelope glued in back? Personally, I feel strongly that predrafted patterns, just like ready-to-wear clothes, can be helpful but are often limiting. They work well for a lot of people but not for everyone. Whether because of shape, size, style, or whatever else, some of us are not able to find what we really need in the world of preexisting patterns. If that resonates with you, hooray! I hope you’ll enjoy making patterns to fit your body and your preferences. And, oh my goodness, patternmaking is magical.

For some people, though, this book’s lack of printed patterns may feel frustrating. Not everyone has the time or inclination to make their own patterns. If you’d rather buy a predrafted pattern for a similar garment, that is a great option, too. There are so many lovely indie pattern companies these days—see if you can find a pattern you like that’s similar to whatever project you’d like to make from this book. Then you can skip straight to the hand-sewing instructions.

Conversely, if you’re very excited about making your own patterns (me too!) but don’t want to hand-sew your clothes, you can follow the patternmaking instructions, then head over to your machine and construct your garment that way.

You can construct a garment using both hand and machine sewing—you don’t have to be a purist. A lot of people love to construct seams by machine, then do finishing by hand. That’s wonderful. Or you can be less methodical than that—just sew in whatever way is easiest or most satisfying for you in the moment. Are you near your machine and in the mood to use it? Great. Are you heading out for a long afternoon of meetings? Pack your hand sewing. It’s all great.


The Work of Our Hands

“Handsewn” is a tricky term when used in contrast with clothes that are “machine-sewn.” This is a problematic distinction because machine-sewn clothes, too, are made by real people and their real hands, even in large industrial production settings. Let’s honor the work of all of our hands, everywhere, in all of its forms.

By now, you can probably guess how I feel about perfectionism. Your stitches don’t need to be perfectly even, perfectly spaced, or perfectly tidy. They don’t need to be super tiny. The insides of your clothes don’t need to be pretty unless you want them to be. Heck, the outsides don’t have to be pretty, either!

You are choosing to make clothes in a slow, unusual way. This experience can be whatever you want it to be. For me, that means I don’t often mark my stitch lines, and if they waver a bit, I feel completely fine with that. (If you look inside historical handsewn clothes, you’ll probably find that their stitches aren’t perfect, either.) But I also recognize that for some people, handwork is an opportunity to escape into beauty, order, and care. You can be as meticulous or as sloppy as you like. It’s all valid. (Just be gentle with other makers if they do things differently.)

Lots of disclaimers! But really, it boils down to this: Patterning and hand-sewing your own clothes is a radical act of reclaiming. You and your hands and your amazing mind can make the things you dream of. Own this truth.







The Basics


In the pages that follow, we’ll explore some of the concepts, tools, and techniques that will empower you to create the clothes of your dreams. If you’re new to these skills, you may wish to linger here, practicing and experimenting with what you’re learning. Or if you’re a more experienced sewist, feel free to skim and then head off to Part 2: The Clothes, in which the actual garment-making magic happens. Either way, welcome! It’s a joy to celebrate these exciting skills with you.
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Patternmaking


Learning how to make patterns is one of the coolest, most transformative experiences. You can make anything! Patternmaking may have a bit of a reputation as an intimidating, difficult discipline, but it needn’t be that way. There are so many more possibilities than limitations in this craft. And, by the way, no one knows everything about patternmaking—no one!—so just relax and enjoy yourself. Make note of the principles shared in this book and elsewhere, but lean into the gray areas and creative opportunities, too. You’ll learn just as much by messing around with patterns as by following anyone’s instructions. The more you try, the more you’ll learn.







Why Build Your Own Pattern?


Before you can begin stitching up the clothes of your dreams, you’ll need a pattern. Simply put, a pattern is a template for the two-dimensional shapes you’ll cut from fabric in order to form three-dimensional clothes. Some garments can be made using very simple pattern shapes—a couple of rectangles, perhaps—while others require a large set of complex, carefully contoured shapes. Either way, the pattern determines the size and silhouette of the final garment.


Store-Bought vs. Handmade Patterns

You can buy a pattern or make one yourself. Regardless of origin, all patterns can be altered and refined until they are exactly the size, fit, and style of the sewist’s dreams.

When you buy a pattern, just as when you buy an off-the-rack garment, it’s drafted based on the pattern company’s best guess as to the shape of their average customer. Even if the pattern includes a broad size range, all of those sizes are still developed with a specific body proportion in mind. This means that the pattern might fit you really well if your body happens to match the intended shape that the patternmaker was drafting for. On the other hand, the pattern might not fit you very well at all, even if your body’s dimensions technically fall within the pattern’s size range. We all have different body shapes with different proportions, postures, and distributed volume. None of this is to discourage you from using purchased patterns—I highly recommend giving them a try. And if needed, you can certainly adjust purchased patterns to fit you better. But there are compelling benefits to making your own.
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Achieving a Perfect Fit

By building your own patterns, you won’t need to try to place your body within an externally imposed structure of sizes or body “standards.” There’s no such thing as sizes when you make the pattern yourself! You will still want to test and refine your patterns by stitching up test garments, but you’ll no longer need to anticipate or analyze how your body deviates from someone else’s concept of what a typical body looks like.

Instead, you’ll be on a quest to learn and celebrate your own body’s particulars. You will also get to study and define for yourself what “well-fitting” means. And the more patternmaking experience you gain, the more you’ll be able to design and create patterns to suit your exact style and preferences. If you can make the pattern, truly any design is possible.

Patternmaking skills enable creative clothing design, and I’d also argue that patternmaking itself is a creative endeavor. Patternmaking is both a science and an art. There are guiding principles that, once internalized, will help you to reason your way through a lot of your work. But this analytical approach will only take you so far—there will be inevitable moments when you’ll need or want to do some creative problem-solving and decision-making. Whether you’re an analytical or free-spirited type (or both!), there will be moments of both delight and frustration. And it’s incredibly energizing to dance between two-dimensional and three-dimensional thinking.

Ultimately, the patternmaking process is entirely yours. Make it your own.
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Getting Started


We’ve established that making your own patterns offers you control, creativity, and individual empowerment. But how do you go about actually making a pattern?

There are three main ways to create a pattern:


	
Patterndrafting. To draft, you develop a set of measurements, plot them onto paper, and connect the dots using straight and curved lines. Sometimes people call this process “flat patternmaking,” because the patterns are developed as flat, two-dimensional shapes on paper. Almost all of the projects in this book will be drafted, because drafting gives you all of the power to devise clothes that will suit you perfectly.

	
Draping. In this method, the shapes are developed three-dimensionally by sculpting fabric onto a form or body and then marking the resulting outlines. None of this book’s projects will feature draping, but it can be a very creative, intuitive option if you have a mannequin.

	
Rub-offs. You can develop a pattern by tracing a preexisting garment’s panels. It’s an efficient way to capture elements of good fit that already exist in your wardrobe. Once traced, these patterns can be modified into new styles and fits, all building on the “good bones” of your old clothes. This is the method we’ll use to create the jeans project pattern.




You can use more than one method to create a single pattern. For example, you might take a rub-off of a preexisting garment’s bodice but draft a different style of collar and then drape the skirt. Each method offers its own strengths, and you may find yourself especially drawn to one over another.

This book will use mainly the third method of patternmaking—taking a rub-off—because it gives you all of the power to draft clothes that will fit your individual body and your individual taste. You’ll measure key points on your body, connect the dots on paper, and begin to engineer custom-fit clothing that way. You might also measure some preexisting clothes to inform your decisions about how you like your clothes to fit, but you’ll essentially be drafting your pattern shapes from scratch.

If you’re eager to skip straight to the sewing, you’re also welcome to opt out of the patternmaking, and instead acquire premade patterns similar to the styles I’ll be showing you how to sew.
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Tools and Materials


One of the cool things about patternmaking is that it requires almost no specialized tools. If you’ve been sewing for any length of time, you probably already have nearly everything that’s needed. Even if you’ve never sewn, you likely already have some common household tools that will work perfectly.

The main items are wonderfully basic:


	
Sharp pencil. I like to use a mechanical pencil because it stays sharp throughout the drafting process, but any pencil will do as long as you sharpen it regularly.

	
Eraser. Patternmaking often involves drafting multiple versions of a line before you land on the final version. Keep a good-quality eraser nearby so you can easily remove any markings that are no longer useful.

	
Gridded ruler. This is the most important patternmaking tool. My favorite kind is a clear 18" by 2" gridded ruler (something like a 60 cm by 6 cm ruler, for metric folks), because you can see through the ruler as you align it with your work. Its grid (in 1⁄8" increments for imperial and 0.5 cm for metric) also works as a mini squaring tool for finding right angles quickly. And these plastic rulers are usually somewhat flexible, so you can stand them on edge to bend and measure along curved lines. Another nice thing about clear gridded rulers: They’re usually pretty cheap—less than $10.

	
Tape measure. This soft measurement tool is perfect for measuring around your body. My absolute favorite tape measures have both imperial and metric measurements. Another thing to note, especially if you’re making clothes for larger bodies: Most tape measures in the United States are 60 inches in length, but much longer ones (such as 120-inch options) are also available. For metric users, you may often encounter 150-cm lengths, but 300-cm tape measures can also be found.

	
Paper scissors. Any reasonably sharp household scissors will work. They should be sharp enough to cut paper easily. Please don’t use your fabric shears, since paper will dull their sharp edges.

	
Straight pins. These allow you to hold layers of paper together while cutting, and sometimes while marking, too. In addition, a sturdy straight pin works well for transferring lines when taking a rub-off from a preexisting garment or when copying a pattern’s shape onto a new piece of paper.

	
Tracing wheel. My favorite type has blunted points and makes quick work of transferring lines from one layer of paper to another. Roll the tool along a line you’d like to trace, and the wheel’s points will create indentations in the layer of paper beneath the original. You can do this with or without transfer paper—the indentations are usually visible enough until you’re able to darken with a pencil. (However, if faint indentations are harder for your eyes to see, or if you do a lot of pattern work in the evening or in other situations with dim lighting, then you might like to purchase some waxy transfer paper, too.)

	
Patternmaking paper. You’ll need lots of paper for patternmaking, but the type of paper doesn’t matter. You can buy large rolls of “official” patternmaking paper at specialty suppliers. Dotted patternmaking paper has a grid of letters and numbers printed on it to help you make squared lines. My personal preference is for blank white patternmaking paper, but you can do just as well with pretty much anything else—the backside of old wrapping paper, pads of newsprint, kraft paper rolls, sheets of old printed newspaper, or plain printer paper taped together into larger sheets.

	
Tape. You’ll want to have plenty of tape on hand for patternmaking. Frosted translucent tape is great—you can see through it while working, and the frosted texture allows you to draw on top. Masking tape also works well because it tends to be somewhat translucent and comes in large, cost-efficient rolls.

	
Pattern weights. These hold layers of paper in place while you transfer lines from one sheet of paper to another. You can buy formal pattern weights, but lots of people use soup cans, mason jars, washers, or other weighty household objects. (Paperweights, dumbbells, kettlebells, and dense books also come to mind.) Personally, I use smooth, flat rocks I’ve collected on hikes and at the beach.

	
A flat, pinprickable work surface. Sometimes you may want to pinprick through your paper to transfer markings, and at these times, it’s important to have a relatively soft, nonprecious surface to work on. You can spread a couple of layers of bath towel over your table for this purpose. Other options: a large collapsed corrugated cardboard box, a bulletin board, firm wall-to-wall carpeting, plywood.

	
Yarn and/or elastic. When taking body measurements or auditioning seam placements, you may find it useful to have a few longish strands of yarn, elastic, or string, or long strips of fabric. These can be tied around your bust, waist, hips, ankle, or anywhere else that needs measuring or considering.



In addition to the main tools mentioned above, you may wish to acquire some other “nice-to-haves”:



	
Colored pencils. A few colors will help you differentiate between drafted lines.

	
Waxy transfer paper. Slip between layers of paper when tracing, with waxy side oriented down toward the new sheet, to make traced markings more visible. For pattern work, I recommend red transfer paper. You can also use waxy (or chalky) transfer paper to mark garment fabric when cutting, but for fabric use I’d recommend lighter colors such as white or yellow.

	
L-square. This makes quick work of drafting right angles. If you don’t have one, though, the corner of a book or folder will generally work just as well.

	
Notcher. This tool is designed to mark notch placements by punching tiny U-shaped snips out of pattern edges.

	
Awl. This tool will allow you to create drill holes through your paper so they can be marked easily onto your fabric.

	
Curves. There are all sorts of curved template tools designed specifically to guide you in drafting smooth curves for patternmaking.

	
Sampling fabrics. You’ll likely want to test your patterns before cutting into nice fabric. If you’re testing a garment that will be made from a midweight woven fabric, then muslin (plain, unbleached woven cotton fabric) is a good option. If not, use a cheap fabric with similar properties to your final fabric. For example, if you’re planning to sew stretch jersey leggings, then find inexpensive, four-way stretch jersey fabric that has a similar stretch percentage to your final fabric.

	
Oaktag. In the garment industry, tried-and-true patterns are often transferred onto oaktag, a thick and sturdy type of cardstock that can be used many times before beginning to deteriorate. You can buy rolls of oaktag, but I’ve also used cheap sheets of presentation board from the drugstore. Depending on the size of your pattern pieces, you may need to tape a couple of sheets together.

	
Calculator. Although the math involved in patternmaking is usually relatively simple, you may find it helpful to have a calculator nearby.





Taking Body Measurements


You can take a full set of measurements now and record them somewhere safe to refer back to for each project. (If your body changes, though, you’ll want to take an updated set.) Alternatively, you can take measurements each time you make a new pattern. This way you’ll be sure to get all the measurements you need, and you’ll be sure they are as accurate as possible for your current body.

Here are most of the body measurements you may need to take for the projects in this book. Generally it’s a good idea to measure your body while wearing very slim-fitting clothes, or while wearing just your underwear.


By making your own pattern, you’ll no longer need to anticipate how your body deviates from someone else’s concept of what a typical body looks like.






Body’s Basic Measurements
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The high point of shoulder (HPS) is the point where neck and shoulder meet. On your body, this is where your skin creases if you shrug your shoulder up very high. The HPS is a key reference point in patternmaking, as it’s the highest point from which clothes hang.

	
1. Bust circumference—around the widest part of your chest

	
2. Bust span—distance between nipples or between outermost points of projection

	
3. Waist circumference—around the narrowest part of your torso, or around the part that creases if you tip to the side

	
4. Hip circumference—around the widest part of your buttocks

	
5. Thigh circumference—around the widest part of your upper thigh

	
6. Knee circumference—for our purposes, measure this right above the kneecap

	
7. Ankle circumference—around the anklebone

	
8. Neck width—distance between HPS and HPS; this is easiest to measure by hanging a strand of yarn around your neck and tying weighted objects to each end, then measuring the distance between them

	
9. Front neck drop—for our purposes, measure vertical distance between HPS and the manubrium (the bony dip between clavicles, or collarbones, at the base of your throat)

	
10. Shoulder width—the distance between shoulder tips; find each shoulder tip by lifting your arm above your head and feeling for a crease, then measure between those points from shoulder to shoulder

	
11. Bicep circumference—around widest part of upper arm

	
12. Elbow circumference—around elbow with arm slightly bent

	
13. Wrist circumference—around wrist bone

	
14. Hand circumference—around hand with all five fingers smooshed together tightly but flat

	
15. Head circumference—around your head just above eyebrow level

	
16. Armhole depth—distance from shoulder tip (find by lifting arm and feeling for a crease) to center of underarm, with tape measure pulled snug along your skin

	
17. Bust level from HPS—vertical distance from HPS to widest level of your chest

	
18. Waist level from HPS—vertical distance from HPS to narrowest part of your torso or to where your torso creases if you tip to the side

	
19. Desired body length from HPS—vertical distance from HPS to where you’d like garment’s bottom hem to fall

	
20. Desired sleeve length from center back (CB)—three-point measurement from CB to shoulder tip to desired sleeve hem level; measure with arm gently bent if you’re planning a sleeve below elbow level
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Avoiding Number Shame

Many of us feel a certain amount of societal pressure about our bodies’ shapes and sizes, so taking numerical measurements can produce some anxiety. If you’d like to forgo numerical measurements but still pull accurate dimensions from your body, you can also take a long strip of thin paper or a piece of nonstretchy cord (such as twine) and pull your body’s measurements that way. In this case, you can either record the markings on your strip of paper for later reference, or you can just pull the dimensions as you need them while patternmaking.

Another tip for those who’d prefer to avoid the pressure of measurements: If you usually take measurements using the imperial system, try using metric increments instead, and vice versa. Many tape measures include both measurement systems, so you can toggle between them with relative ease. Using less-familiar numbers may feel less loaded and allow you to focus, objectively and calmly, on setting up garment dimensions that meet your true needs and wants—not the arbitrary demands of an image-obsessed society.







How to Measure Preexisting Clothes


In addition to measuring your own body, it can be helpful to measure well-fitting clothes you already own or have access to. These measurements can help inform your decisions as you plot out patterns for new clothes. If you’re drafting a V-neck T-shirt, for example, you can measure a garment you already own that has the perfect V-neck depth. Or if you’re drafting a jacket, measure your sister’s jean jacket that you’ve always coveted, and figure out exactly which dimensions you’d like to replicate. Feel free to measure multiple pieces of clothing and compare measurements until you’ve settled on some solid theories as to what you prefer.

To measure, lay the garment flat on a table. Arrange it so that it is centered and symmetrical, with minimal rippling. If it’s a shirt, for example, pinch at both underarm–side seam intersections and pull gently to smooth the area between your hands. Then smooth the rest of the torso by patting any wrinkles toward the edges until they are gone. The sleeves will not lie flat at this point, but that’s fine—focus on the torso measurements first. Mark these down. Then readjust the garment so that the sleeve is flat, and proceed with the dimensions of the sleeve- and armhole-related areas. Continue in this way, readjusting your particular garment for the particular measurements you want to take.


[image: A shirt layed flat with the collar against the table edge, with dotted lines along where to measure on the collar, shoulders, sleeves, and waist]




Understanding Ease


When you’re wearing a piece of clothing, your body takes up a certain amount of room within that garment’s available space. Usually, though, and especially if the garment is made from woven fabric, there’s at least a little bit of extra space built in so that you have room to breathe and move. This extra is called wearing ease, and it allows you to function comfortably in your clothes. Additional volume is also often added to garments for stylistic reasons.

For woven fabrics, there are certain standards for baseline wearing ease. Basic woven garments (not including overgarments such as jackets and coats) usually include at least these amounts of minimum ease:


	Bust circumference: 2 to 3" (5 to 7.6 cm)

	Waist circumference: 1 to 11⁄2" (2.5 to 3.8 cm)

	Hip circumference: 2 to 3" (5 to 7.6 cm)

	Bicep circumference: 2" (5 cm)

	Elbow circumference: 1" (2.5 cm)

	Wrist circumference: 1⁄4" (6 mm)

	Knee circumference: 1" (2.5 cm)

	Ankle circumference: 1⁄4" (6 mm)




More minimum wearing ease is needed for overgarments, because the clothing you’re wearing underneath will also take up space inside the outer garment.

Really, wearing ease is best determined individually, because we each have our own preferences for how something should fit. Curious what your own wearing ease preferences are? Try comparing your body’s anatomical measurements with the dimensions of clothes you like. For each drafting project in this book, I’ll share the wearing ease amounts I like to add, but please feel free to use your own preferred ease amounts instead.

In a close-fitting garment made from stretchy fabric, there may be no wearing ease, because the fabric’s stretching capacity provides enough give. In fact, a very slim-fitting garment made from stretchy knit fabric may even have what is called negative ease, which means that your garment is actually smaller than you are. Leotards and many bathing suits, for example, are usually drafted with negative ease, and many body-conforming tank tops and dresses are also cut this way.



Patternmaking without Numbers

Did you know that you can make great patterns without using any numerical measurements at all? When you think about it, the real function of a numerical measurement system is to communicate dimensions to people who aren’t physically nearby and to enable them to replicate those dimensions with accuracy and ease. If you’re working on patterns for yourself, you can certainly try patternmaking without using numbers. For example, you can pull dimensions from your body by pinching along a length of twine or other nonstretchy cord. Then you can transfer these dimensions directly to your paper as you draft. If you pull a circumference dimension using the twine but need to transfer only half or one quarter of that length onto your actual pattern piece, just fold the pinched part into halves or quarters, and transfer the resulting length onto the paper. Pretty neat!










Drafting Your Pattern


Before you start making your own patterns, it will be helpful to know your way around the parts of a pattern.


	
Armscye/armhole. The line, usually curved, that connects the shoulder seam to the side seam. This line creates the saddle-shaped opening in which your arm will sit.

	
Stitch line. The line you’ll actually sew along. This line, also called the seam line, does not include seam allowances. When you’re drafting a pattern, you’ll start by drafting just these stitch lines. Later, once your shapes are finalized, you’ll add seam and hem allowances to create the cut lines.

	
Cut line. The line you use to cut out your fabric pieces. This is the outermost outline of your pattern, and it includes built-in seam and hem allowances.

	
High point of shoulder (HPS). The intersection of a neckline and shoulder. (Often when the garment is laid flat, this point falls a little bit behind where the actual shoulder seam is located.) Because of gravity, this is the point from which the entire garment hangs.

	
Shoulder slope. The amount that a shoulder seam slopes down from the neck toward the shoulder tip.

	
Low point of shoulder (LPS). The shoulder tip, or intersection of the shoulder and armhole. (Often when the garment is laid flat, this point falls a little bit behind where the actual shoulder seam is located.) The vertical difference between HPS and LPS is a garment’s shoulder slope amount.

	
Grainline. A straight line marked somewhere in the middle of the pattern piece. This line, which includes an arrowhead at one or both ends, shows you how to align the pattern piece with your fabric’s weave or knit structure. By aligning carefully, you’ll be able to achieve the intended drape and stretch in your stitched garment.

	
Notch. A little cross-cut along a pattern’s edge that indicates how that piece should be aligned when joining to another. Notches make sewing much easier and more accurate. They are often marked on purchased patterns as triangle shapes, but I like to mark mine with simple slit or “T” notations.

	
Center lines. Center front (CF) and center back (CB) lines indicate the anatomical center of the torso. Patterns are often drafted (and sold) as half pieces, to be cut with the CF or CB line aligned with a folded fabric edge. Alternatively, you can make a mirrored version of a pattern piece while it is still in paper form so that you have a full front or back piece. This is the typical process in industrial sewing, and home sewists can enjoy its benefits, too—full pieces facilitate tighter (more fabric-efficient) cutting layouts, and they help with stripe- and plaid-matching, too.

	
Seam allowance (SA). The extra margin added to your pattern’s seam edges, beyond the stitch lines, to allow for sewing pieces together.

	
Hem. A folded edge along an opening of your garment. Hems are typically along the bottoms of garment areas—the bottom edges of pants, skirts, shirts—but hemming techniques can sometimes be applied to other nonseamed edges, such as button plackets.

	
Hem allowance (HA). The margin added to the edges of openings. This extra fabric allows for the raw cut edge to be folded under, creating a clean look on the completed garment.

	
Sweep. The bottom edge of a garment (a fashion industry term).

[image: A shirt diagram showing cut line, stitch line, armscye, CF line, hem, seam, notch, grainline, LPS, HPS, and shoulder slope]




	
Neck drop. The depth of the front or back neck.

	
Drill hole. A drill hole is a precise point on a pattern piece that indicates an element’s placement. For example, drill holes may indicate dart points or pocket placements. In industrial sewing, these placements are often marked by actually drilling tiny holes through many layers of fabric, but in home sewing, drill holes can be marked onto fabric using water-soluble pencil, thread tacks, or any other method of your choice.

[image: Shirt pocket diagram showing neck drop and drill holes]




	
Sleeve cap. The section of a sleeve above the underarm level; usually somewhat bell shaped. The length along the curved edge of the cap is drafted to fit into the specific garment’s armhole opening. The height of the cap (how tall the bell-shaped area is) plays a major part in determining how the sleeve will hang and move on the body.

	
Pattern labeling information. Pattern pieces should also include some text that indicates the name of the design, the name of the pattern piece, what type of fabric or other material is needed (main fabric, ribbing, interfacing, etc.), how many to cut, and perhaps the size. If nothing else, I’d recommend writing the date you made the pattern. This way, if pieces get separated later, it will be easier to reunite them.

[image: Shirt diagram showing sleeve cap and pattern labeling info]







A few more pattern concepts to know:



	
Draft versus pattern. For most projects, you’ll begin by creating a draft of your pattern shapes, with front and back layered on top of each other or otherwise connected. You’ll be drafting only half of the garment because it is symmetrical (so you can save time and paper for now). Afterward, you can trace off the individual, full pattern pieces, then add seam allowance. If your body is significantly asymmetrical, you can draft full panels instead to differentiate as needed, but you’ll probably still need to trace finished copies to use as final pattern pieces.

	
Wearer’s right (WR) and wearer’s left (WL). When drafting a pattern you’ll typically be drafting one half of the body, and then you’ll mirror the draft later when you create final pattern pieces. Wearer’s right (WR), for example, is the half of the garment that will be on the right-hand side of the person wearing the garment.

	
Tick mark or cross-mark. A short line intersecting a longer line to indicate a precise point on a pattern. For example, a tick mark placed at a right angle along a side seam may be used to indicate a notch point.

	
Trueing a pattern. Testing seam lines against each other to ensure they are well aligned and do not meet with jagged intersections. The goal is usually to form smooth, continuous lines when panels are joined.

[image: Decorative image]









How to Use a Ruler


Though it may seem basic, knowing how to use a ruler is an essential skill for drafting patterns. For those without much ruler practice, here are a few helpful tips:


	To draw a straight line, hold the ruler firmly against paper with nondominant hand. Then slide your sharpened pencil’s tip along the edge.

	If you’re using a clear gridded ruler meant for drafting, it may have a bevel-cut edge so that you can tilt your pencil’s tip just beneath the ruler’s edge. This lets you draw a line that is true to the edge of the ruler, instead of drawing a line that is actually a pencil tip’s width away from the ruler.

[image: A ruler with a bevel cut edge]




	To draw a line that is longer than your ruler, you’ll need to patchwork two or more ruler lengths. Begin by tracing a line along your ruler’s length, then slide the ruler so that about half of it extends beyond the line you’ve just drawn. Align the ruler carefully with the existing line, then hold it in place as you pencil in the extended line. Repeat as needed until your line is the desired length.

[image: Drawing a line along a ruler’s edge]




	
To square a line using a clear gridded ruler, make a tick mark along the original line at the point from which you’d like to create a perpendicular. Then make one of the ruler’s long edges level with this tick mark, and align one of the short lines printed across the ruler with the original line. Proceed to draw your new line.

[image: Drawing a horizontal line along a ruler’s edge]




	To draw a parallel line, such as when adding seam allowance, first determine the distance your new line should be from the original. Find the line on your clear gridded ruler that represents that distance from one of the long edges, and align it with the original line. Slide your pencil along the edge.

[image: Drawing an angled parallel line along a ruler’s edge]




	If you’re drawing a parallel curve, use the previous instructions, but draw small sections of the line, pivoting your ruler between each one to reflect the changing contours of the original curve.

[image: Drawing a parallell curve along a ruler’s edge]




	To measure along a curve, set your flexible clear gridded ruler on its long edge and bend it along the line.

[image: Bending a clear flexible ruler along the edge of a curve]










Tracing Patterns


You’ll often need to trace parts of patterns onto fresh paper. There are lots of ways to trace, depending on what you have on hand.

My favorite method requires a tracing wheel or pin and a nonprecious work surface. Lay down a fresh sheet of paper, then place the original draft on top. Weight down to secure. Use a tracing wheel to trace along all needed lines and markings, or use a pin to prick holes. Then remove the original and connect all indentations or markings with a pencil.

If you’re having trouble seeing the traced indentations, you can place a large sheet of waxy or chalky transfer paper between the layers, with the pigmented side facing down toward the fresh paper.



How to Snip a Notch

Notches should be drafted at right angles to their seam lines. Then you can extend these little perpendicular notch lines out to meet the cut lines.

With notches marked at cut edges, you can snip them using either a notching tool or a basic pair of scissors. If using scissors, cut a skinny V shape into the edge. The V width should be no more than 1⁄8 inch (3 mm) or so, and it needn’t extend much more deeply than 3⁄16 inch (5 mm) into the paper.


[image: Notches snipped from a curve]





Adding Style Lines

As patternmaker, you can choose to place extra seams in your garment for stylistic reasons. This simple tweak adds visual interest and enables you to experiment with a lot of stylistic details.


[image: Dotted lines along edges and seams on a pair of underwear]



	
1. On your draft, draw one or more style lines. They can be any shape you’d like: straight, curved, or both.

	
2. Add perpendicular cross-marks along your style lines. These will become matching notches to facilitate sewing. Be sure to add extra cross-marks along curves.

[image: Step 2 illustrated]




	
3. Trace off each panel as a separate pattern piece.

[image: Step 3 illustrated]








Adding Volume with “Slash-and-Spread”


One of the most useful pattern manipulation techniques is the “slash-and-spread” method. This allows you to add extra volume for gathers, flares, pleats, tucks, and so on, but it also can be used for fit adjustments to a pattern if you decide you need to add more length or girth. You can also “slash and close” if you feel length or girth needs to be reduced.


How to Spread


	
1. Determine where you’d like to add fullness. You can add it throughout a panel, or only to certain areas. Draw one or more slash lines (lines that you will cut open) along this section.

[image: Step 1 illustrated]




	
2. Slip a separate large piece of paper underneath your pattern, then cut along each slash line and spread the pieces apart, creating gaps between each section. The gaps can be however wide you’d like. These gaps create the fullness that you’re trying to add. You can make the gaps evenly wide at top and bottom, or you can taper them to zero at one end, or anything in between.

	
3. Tape the sections down to secure them.

[image: Step 3 illustrated]




	
4. Connect the outer pattern lines across the gaps, redrawing as needed to create smooth, gradual outlines. If any notches are present along an edge, make sure they are clearly marked, and allow them to remain in whatever locations they have fallen.

[image: Step 4 illustrated]








How to Close



	
1. Determine where you’d like to reduce fabric. Draw one or more slash lines in this area.

[image: Step 1 illustrated]




	
2. Cut along each slash line and overlap the paper’s cut edges by the desired amount.

	
3. Tape to secure.

[image: Step 3 illustrated]




	
4. Smooth the outer pattern lines as needed.

[image: Step 4 illustrated]







Understanding Darts

You may be familiar with darts, which are pinched wedges of fabric that help shape a garment as it navigates around projections such as busts, buttocks, elbows, knees, and shoulder blades.

Most of the featured garments are boxy or stretchy enough that they don’t necessarily require darts. However, as you’re fitting and refining your patterns, if you feel that your design would benefit from a dart, feel free to pinch and pin it closed on your test garment, then mark the dart onto your pattern and include it in your final garment.

Here are a few dart terms to understand:

Dart takeup. The amount pinched out by a dart to shape a projection such as the bust, hip, elbow, or shoulder blade. The more dramatic the projection, the larger the dart takeup. (A bust dart that accommodates a larger cup size will have a larger dart takeup, for example.)

Apex. The outermost point of a projection. On the bust, for example, the true apex is typically located at the nipple point.

Dart point. This is the tip of a dart’s triangle or diamond shape. It may be located at the true apex point, but is more often placed slightly away from that apex—1" (2.5 cm) or more—to accommodate the roundness of a body’s projecting areas. Typically, the larger the bust, the farther the dart point is placed from the apex.

Dart legs. The two long, symmetrical lines along a dart’s sides that are stitched together to construct a dart. On triangle-shaped darts, these lines connect the dart point to a fabric panel’s cut edges. On diamond-shaped darts, the dart legs connect the top and bottom dart points to each other.

Once you have a well-fitting dart built into your pattern, you can absorb that shaping into a style line or other seam, or you can rotate it to all sorts of other locations.


[image: Fabric diagram showing the dart, dart takeup, dart point, dart leg, and true apex]



Absorbing a Dart into a Seam


	
1. Draft a seam line that connects a dart point to a garment edge (or to another dart’s point).

[image: Step 1 illustrated]




	
2. Draw a perpendicular cross-mark at the dart point, and perhaps at one or more additional points along the newly drafted seam line. These will become matching notches.

[image: Step 2 illustrated]




	
3. Cut the garment panel apart along the newly drafted seam line. In the dart area(s), cut along both dart legs to remove the paper representing dart takeup.

[image: Step 3 illustrated]




	
4. Smooth lines as needed in the dart point areas.

[image: Step 4 illustrated]







Rotating a Dart

One of the more mind-bending concepts in patternmaking is that a dart can be rotated anywhere around the area of projection it’s accommodating, and the garment will still maintain its basic fit and shape.

In traditional patternmaking textbooks, this concept is usually demonstrated in the context of bust darts, but please know it’s relevant for any type of dart (including darts that shape elbows, knees, shoulder blades, buttocks, and more).


	
1. Identify the true apex projection point (which might be at the dart point or a short distance away). The apex is easiest to find if you’ve stitched up a muslin, but you can also approximate its location by simply holding up paper pattern pieces against your body. Mark the apex point onto the pattern.

[image: Step 1 illustrated]




	
2. Locate the dart legs’ bases along your pattern’s edge and draw straight lines connecting them to the apex point.

[image: Step 2 illustrated]




	
3. Determine where you’d like the new dart to be. It will always need to point toward the true apex, but its legs can extend to any pattern edge that is near that projection. Make a mark at the new location.

[image: Step 3 illustrated]




	
4. Connect the apex point to the new location with a straight line.

[image: Step 4 illustrated]




	
5. Cut along one of the original dart legs until you’re almost (but not quite) at the apex.

	
6. Cut along the new dart line until you’re almost (but not quite) at the apex.

[image: Step 6 illustrated]




	
7. Swing the pattern to close the old dart, and tape to hold. If needed, add extra paper underneath and redraw the pattern edge in that area so that it creates a smooth line.

	
8. Slip extra paper underneath the new dart and tape it.

[image: Step 8 illustrated]




	
9. Determine where you’d like the dart point to be located. This could be at the true projection point, but you can also place the dart point a short distance in (toward the dart legs’ base) from the projection point to create a softer shaping effect. For example, a bust dart’s point is often located about 1" (2.5 cm) in from the bust’s true outermost projection point to accommodate the roundness of the bust mound.

	
10. If your desired dart point is moved slightly away from the projection point, then redraw the dart legs connecting to the new dart point.

[image: Step 10 illustrated]




	
11. In order to ensure your dart takeup will stitch neatly into the seam line, there’s one more step to take on your paper pattern. Fold the dart closed, making sure that you’re pushing the dart takeup toward whichever side you’ll want it sewn in real life. Now use a tracing wheel or pin to create a perforated line along the pattern’s edge over the dart takeup area. Open the dart again and trace along the perforations to mark the dart takeup.

[image: Step 11 illustrated]








Assessing Pattern Fit and Balance


Fitting is its own discipline, and quite a few good books have been written on the topic. (See here for recommendations.) In the meantime, I’ll try to share a few guiding principles. Please bear in mind that “good fit” is a highly subjective, personal matter, so let your own preferences guide your process.

I’d recommend stitching together at least one test garment while refining the fit of a pattern before you cut into your good fabric. Your test garment should be sewn from fabric that is cheap but quite similar to your intended final fabric in terms of weight, drape, and stretch. Using a light color can help you to see everything more clearly. Feel free to skip stylistic details and just mock up the main panels (unless you’re also hoping to assess those details ahead of time).

This test is meant to be a fitting tool, not a final product, and you may need to cut and mark it up during fitting, so try not to get too attached to the idea of preserving a “wearable muslin.”

I like to fit in front of a full-length mirror with a notepad, pencil, tape measure, and safety pins nearby. Fabric shears and a marker are also handy. It’s incredibly helpful to use a self-timed camera to take clean photos of the front, back, side, and close-up views, because photographs have a useful way of flattening images to highlight fit issues you might not otherwise have noticed.

Here are a few general standards of good fit that may be helpful to consider:


	Fabric should fall smoothly down your body, without unwanted wrinkles, puckers, gaping, pulls, folds, buckling, or “drag lines” (diagonal or horizontal lines created when fabric is pulled toward an edge).

	Side seams should fall straight down toward the floor.

	The garment’s volume should be distributed evenly between front and back.

	Hems should hang parallel to the floor, without hiking up in front or back.

	The garment should be comfortable to wear, and you should have enough range of motion to move, sit, and stretch while wearing it.





Advice on Using a Purchased Pattern

This chapter has focused on preparing you to make your own patterns. But if you opt instead to use a purchased pattern for a hand-sewing project, you may want to make a few tweaks.

In this case, I’d recommend spreading out all of the pattern pieces on the floor next to you and sitting down to thoroughly review the pattern’s instructions. Take notes, paying particular attention to the following: seam and hem allowances, gathered/pleated/eased areas, recommended order of operations, recommended machine stitches, and other construction techniques.

You don’t actually need to follow any of the pattern’s instructions, but by getting clear about the pattern company’s suggestions, you’ll be able to analyze and decide for yourself how you’d like to construct your handsewn version. Once you’ve developed your hand-stitching plan, make any needed adjustments to seam and hem allowances or other areas.




If you notice elements of the garment’s fit that you’d like to change, mark them all down, but try to correct only two or three significant fit areas per fit test, then test and correct again. Oftentimes tweaking one area of a pattern will significantly change several other areas, so it’s usually best not to change the entire thing at once. To prioritize, it often makes sense to start with the fit changes that are closest to the top of the garment (closest to your head) because the entire garment hangs down from there.

If you’re aware of a fit problem but don’t know how to correct the pattern for it, try turning to the internet. A quick search can yield lots of helpful videos, blog posts, and other tutorials on most fit adjustments. Review them carefully to determine which ones make the most sense for your situation. If you’re having trouble finding relevant search results, try tweaking your search terms. Often there’s more than one way to refer to a fit problem. And if you’re still struggling, consider reaching out to your local sewing community or to fellow sewists on social media. You’ll doubtless be met with generosity, ingenuity, and lots of collective wisdom.

Fitting can be a challenge, but it’s rewarding and well worth the trouble. Stick with it, keep a sense of humor, and try to enjoy the process, as there’s much to be learned through these fit tweak experiments. I think you’ll be glad you spent the time getting your pattern just right.


[image: Decorative image]





Hand-Sewing Games

Sometimes life gets far too serious. Why not round up a friend and have some good old hand-sewing fun?


Thimble Duels

Early in the pandemic, after weeks of being stuck inside with nowhere to go and not much to do, my now-husband and I devised a couple of thimble-related games. The first is “Thimble Duels.” It’s a two-player game.

Each player wears a thimble on their finger. Ideally, the thimbles should fit well—not too tight, not too loose. To play, use your thimbled finger to try to knock the other person’s thimble off. You can only use your thimbled finger. Those are the only rules. It’s a very silly, strangely exciting game.


[image: Two hands playing thimble duels with thimbles on their pointer fingers]



Thimble Football

This is the other thimble game we invented during quarantine. It’s also meant for two players, but I suppose you could get fancy and figure out a way to include more.

One person rests their hands on a table and arranges their fingers into a goalpost configuration. The other person sets a thimble on the table in front of the goal, then tries to flick the thimble through. If you have a variety of thimbles, bring ’em out and try each one. See what’s silliest or most challenging. Thimbles were definitely not intended to be used in this way. But, ha! Look at you, making something out of nearly nothing.


[image: Two people playing thimble football]




Tug-of-War with a Handsewn Seam

This is great fun, but it’s also a legitimately good way to study how strong hand stitches can be, even under significant stress. This is another two-person game.

Cut two longish strips of fabric—maybe 6 inches (15 cm) wide by 12 inches (30 cm) long each—and sew them together. For a proper challenge, use smallish even backstitches, then fell the seam allowances with whipstitch, hemstitch, or another stitch of your choosing. If you’d like to test another seam finish, though, try whatever you’re interested in.

Now each person grasps an end and pulls. If you’ve sewn a sturdy seam, it will probably be very, very hard to break. We tried this a few years ago and, after seven minutes of determined, full-bodied tugging, finally ripped the fabric, not the stitches. Hand sewing is strong.


[image: Two people playing miniature tug of war with a piece of sewn fabric]



The Thimble Game

An internet search turns up “The Thimble Game,” which is a great option for a group of people. It’s best played with at least three.

You’ll need a cup of water, a piece of paper, a pencil, and a thimble. (For this game, choose a closed-top thimble made of a nonporous material.)

One player chooses a category (fruit, for example, or sports, or letters of the alphabet). They announce the category to everyone else and privately write down a particular word from that category (such as pomegranate, or water skiing, or Q). Then the other players have to take turns guessing what’s written on the paper. Whoever guesses correctly gets a thimbleful of water thrown at them. (How exciting!) That person becomes the next word-chooser.
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