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Introduction


There are few things that are more creatively satisfying than wearing something I created with my own two hands. Whether it’s simply a tote bag that took an hour, or a garment that I slaved over for weeks, being able to respond to compliments with a simple, “Thanks! I made it myself,” creates a sense of pride that few accomplishments can match.
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Once you learn how to sew, you never look at garments quite the same way again. You start noticing the building blocks it takes to put those incredible frocks together, such as darts, curves, corners, and zippers. While working in the fashion departments for magazines such as Seventeen and Teen People, I found myself in the fashion closet, turning garments inside out, analyzing every bit, often confusing my coworkers. I was taking Polaroids of interesting zippers, odd seam treatments, cool pockets, fun color combos, and more. I am fascinated by clothes, from their inside out.


When the opportunity came for me to combine my love of sewing and fashion editorial experience as a sewing editor, I jumped at the chance. I adore sewing, and I am greatly passionate about passing on that creative outlet. This book is an extension of that need to pass on what I know to anyone who is thinking about creating their own designs. You can absolutely make the fashions that live in your head a reality — all you need are a few basics under your belt, and I’m here to help get you started.


The very first piece of clothing I made that I actually wore out of the house was a skirt made from a non-stretch cotton fabric. It was a simple A-line wrap skirt made with a Simplicity pattern on my mother’s sewing machine from the ’70s. The very first pattern I ever drafted was also a skirt. A skirt is the perfect project to help you get your footing in pattern-drafting and sewing, as they’re easy to fit and typically simple to sew (of course you can make your design as complicated as you like).


Here you’ll find everything you need to start creating custom-fit skirts designed by you, including an explanation of all of the tools you’ll need and detailed instructions on how to put the pieces together. The beauty of creating skirts is that once you get one or two under your sewing belt, you’ll be able to crank them out like a pro in no time. Start by drafting the basic building block (or sloper) pattern with the instructions found in chapter 3, and from there you’ll discover so many variations on the following pages, that you’ll be able to wear a new design every day of the month. Another great thing about skirts is that they can usually be drafted and sewn in a day or so, making them instantly gratifying. You can truly make a skirt a day.


Think of these projects as a springboard for your own designs, and experiment as you go. As you become more confident, combine the techniques and push them as far as you can take them. If you want to add a detail that’s not in a particular project, do it! Become your own designer. And when someone asks you where you found that fantastic skirt, you can smile and humbly say you designed it yourself.
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chapter 1


Gear Up


Are you ready to start creating your own skirt designs? Whether you’re new to sewing and patternmaking or returning after time away, this chapter will explain the supplies you’ll need to design and create your own clothes.


One of the best things about design and sewing is that you don’t need a lot of expensive tools and equipment to get started, but there are a few things you should have on hand to help get the job done. Before you make your first fabric cut, read this chapter to determine if there are any sewing and patternmaking tools you might already have. Then make a list of the things you want to purchase before you start, and a list of the items that would be nice to have, but can wait awhile.


Take the time to stock up your sewing and patternmaking kits because successful sewing starts with the right tools.
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Sewing Tool Kit


Stock up on the essentials


The following is a list of the tools I consider essential and like to keep on hand in my sewing room. Dull scissors and pins can damage fabric, but it’s not important to purchase expensive new scissors or fancy sewing tools if you already have some that work well. It’s easy to be overwhelmed by the selection of gadgets at your local sewing store, so keep your budget in mind while shopping and stick to your list.
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Bobbins. Make sure you are using the right type and size bobbin for your sewing machine (check your manual or call the manufacturer). Using the wrong bobbin can cause serious damage to your machine. Keep several on hand.


Embroidery scissors or other small scissors. These help you make small cuts and snip into tight places where traditional shears can’t reach. They are typically about 4" long and have two sharp points.


Fabric shears. Invest in a good pair of fabric scissors and use them only to cut fabric or you’ll dull the blades. Shears are between 7" and 8" long and have bent handles with different size holes for the thumb and the fingers.


Hand-sewing needles. Keep an assortment on hand to accommodate various fabrics and threads.


Iron and ironing board. Good pressing is essential for fine sewing, so investing in a good iron and a sturdy ironing board will save you time in the long run. Look for an iron with easily adjustable heat and steam settings. For more on pressing tools, see page 19.


Machine needles. There are many different type and size sewing machine needles for all the different fabric fibers and weights. See Machine Needle Sizes and Machine Needle Types on the next page.


Pins and pincushion. Straight pins should glide easily through fabric without much effort. If your pins are dull and you have to apply pressure to pierce the fabric, replace them to prevent any fabric damage. Keep a pincushion nearby for easy access to your pins.


Presser feet. Presser feet hold your fabric steady and guide it under the needle and through your machine. Consult your manual for how to install presser feet and what types fit your machine. Most machines come with all of the presser feet you need to create the designs you’ll find in this book. Check to make sure you have a general-purpose foot, zipper foot, piping foot, and buttonhole foot. Some extra feet that you might find helpful include an invisible-zipper foot that makes sewing invisible zippers a breeze, and a straight-stitch foot that will help you sew sheer fabrics without rippling.


Seam gauge. This is a small ruler for measuring seam allowances and hems.


Seam ripper. We all make mistakes. Fortunately, a seam ripper can help undo most stitching mishaps. Seam rippers should cut thread easily. If you find yourself pushing hard to break stitches, it’s time to replace the ripper.


Temporary fabric marker. There is a variety of fabric-marking tools, including chalks, water-soluble markers, and air-soluble pens. Always test your marker on a fabric scrap to make sure the markings are entirely removable before using it on your garment pieces.






Machine Needle Sizes


Sewing machine needles are often sold in packages with a variety of sizes, since you need different size needles for different fabrics. The needle size is indicated on the package and typically includes two numbers. The higher the numbers, the larger the needle. The first number is the needle shaft’s diameter in millimeters. The second number is its U.S. standard size. Choose the needle to best suit your fabric, so that it glides easily through the fabric layers and makes smooth, even stitches.


Fine silks and sheer fabrics: 60/8


Lightweight fabrics: 70/10


Medium-weight fabrics: 80/12


Medium- to heavyweight fabrics: 90/14


Heavyweight fabrics: 100/16


Upholstery fabrics: 110/18









Machine Needle Types


Other than the needle size, you also need to select the correct type of needle.


Ballpoint needles are used with knit fabrics because they have a rounded tip to glide past the fabric’s fibers, as opposed to piercing through them.


Denim needles are heavy duty with a sharp tip to allow for easy stitching through thick fabrics such as denim, vinyl, upholstery, and canvas.


Embroidery needles are made especially for machine embroidery and embellishment techniques.


Leather needles have a wedge-shaped point to help them pierce leather and suede.


Metallic needles may seem best for sewing metallic fabrics, but they are really made for use with metallic threads.


Sharp-point (Microtex) needles have very sharp points to stitch flawlessly through silks, microfibers, fine cottons, and other woven fabrics.


Topstitching needles have a larger eye to accommodate thicker topstitching threads. They’re also strong enough to pierce multiple layers of fabric.


Universal needles are standard and suitable for sewing most projects, especially those made of medium-weight fabrics.









Thread


Take care when choosing thread for your design. Not only should you consider color, but you should also keep fiber and thread type in mind. There are many types of thread, all with various purposes. All-purpose thread is suitable for a lot of different sewing projects. For more specific sewing techniques and with specialty fabrics, the threads listed here will work beautifully.
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All-purpose thread. Generally a cotton/polyester blend with good stretch; suitable for most garment and home décor projects.


Cotton thread. Cotton thread is made of 100% cotton fibers and is best suited for piecing a quilt or sewing lightweight natural fibers. Mercenized cotton thread has a polyester core and almost no stretch, making it good for natural woven fibers.


Extra-fine thread. Suitable for use with sheer and very lightweight fabrics. Mercerized cotton thread has a polyester core and almost no stretch, making it good for natural woven fibers.


Monofilament thread. This thread is almost invisible and looks a lot like fishing line. It is made of polyester and/or nylon fibers in various shades, including white and gray.


Rayon thread. Rayon thread has a bright sheen and is available in a large variety of colors. Use it for embellishment stitching. It is not suitable for construction because it breaks easily.


Quilting thread. Hand or machine quilting threads are not recommended for garment construction, but for quilting a finished quilt.


Silk thread. Silk thread, available in different weights, is strong and smooth with a nice sheen. It works well for construction, and is the perfect complement to finer-quality fabric.


Topstitching and buttonhole thread. These threads are thicker than all-purpose threads or heavy-duty thread and are available in various fibers. When using these threads in the machine needle, use all-purpose thread in the bobbin in a matching color.


Upholstery thread. Upholstery thread is heavy-duty. It is not recommended for garment construction.







Pressing Tool Kit


Key items for precision ironing


In addition to your iron and ironing board, there are a few other tools that will help with effective pressing. If you only invest in one extra pressing tool, make it a press cloth, but the other items listed here will help you shape flat fabric into a three-dimensional garment.
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Clapper. A clapper is made from wood and is used to flatten fabric after it has been pressed. It’s great for setting hems and pleats in place. To use, quickly apply the clapper over the pressed area and apply pressure. The clapper will absorb heat and moisture from the fabric, setting the press perfectly in place. Apply firm pressure with the clapper for a crisp finish.


Point presser. This tool is great for pressing small areas such as collar points and waistband corners. It’s not so sharp that it will poke through fabrics and it’s iron-safe so you can press over it.


Press cloth. A press cloth is used between your fabric and your iron. It protects your fabric from the iron’s direct heat, preventing fabric damage such as unwanted shine and impressions from seam allowances.


Tailor’s ham. A tailor’s ham is a firmly stuffed pillow that is shaped like a ham. Traditionally, it is stuffed with sawdust, making it firm. It is used to press curved seams, darts, and other curved garment details because it mimics the body’s natural curves.






Master Tool List


Sewing Tool Kit




	Bobbins


	Embroidery scissors


	Fabric shears


	Hand-sewing needles


	Iron and ironing board


	Machine needles


	Pins and pincushion


	Presser feet


	Seam gauge


	Seam ripper


	Temporary fabric marker


	Thread







Pressing Tool Kit




	Clapper


	Point presser


	Press cloth


	Tailor’s ham







Patternmaking Tool Kit




	Awl


	Clear tape


	Curved rulers


	Drafting or patternmaking paper


	Eraser


	Gridded pattern paper


	Marking tools


	Measuring tape


	Notcher


	Paper scissors


	Pushpins


	Spiked tracing wheel


	Transparent ruler












Tip: I use a scrap of white, silk organza fabric for my press cloth, which is inexpensive and easy to store. I like that it is transparent, so I can see where I’m pressing, and it’s strong enough to withstand the iron’s heat.







Patternmaking Tool Kit


What you need to have on hand


When you start designing your own patterns, there are a few tools that are worth the investment. Some of them might be a little pricey; however, they last for years. If you have trouble locating them at your local chain fabric stores, check online for greater selection.






[image: 160442.jpg]






Awl. Use an awl to mark points on your pattern, such as the ends of darts, buttonholes, and pocket placements.


Clear tape. Keep a roll of clear tape around to mend any accidental cuts in your pattern and for certain patternmaking techniques.


Curves. There are many curved rulers available. I recommend using a vary form or hip curve for drafting skirts. Some manufacturers make larger French curves that will work as well.


Drafting or patternmaking paper. Paper — available in large sheets or rolls — is necessary for most patternmaking, for tracing pattern pieces, and for certain techniques such as slashing and spreading.


Eraser. Keep a large eraser on hand to delete any marking mistakes.


Gridded pattern paper. This pattern paper is printed with a 1" grid to help with measuring and squaring design lines.


Marking tools. Mechanical pencils, because they are precise and erasable, work well, but marking tools are a personal preference. It does help to gather a few pencils and pens in various colors to mark things that need attention.


Measuring tape. A measuring tape is flexible to allow for taking body and dimensional measurements and for measuring curved pattern pieces.


Notcher. This tool isn’t necessary, but it’s handy to have in the sewing room. It quickly cuts a 1⁄4" × 1⁄16" notch into the paper, which works well for marking pleats, darts, seam allowances, and more.


Paper scissors. Keep a pair of scissors separate from your fabric scissors for cutting paper, tape, and more. Go ahead and label them so you don’t mix them up.


Pushpins. When altering patterns flat on the table, pushpins help you pivot the paper on the table. Just make sure you put down either a cutting mat or a piece of cardboard to protect your work surface.


Spiked tracing wheel. A spiked tracing wheel resembles the tracing wheels you traditionally see in the fabric store. This version, however, has pointy spikes along the wheel to help you trace around designs and transfer them to paper quickly and easily.


Transparent ruler. A transparent ruler with 1⁄8" grids printed on it works well for most measuring jobs and is flexible for measuring curves.




Chapter 2


Construction zone


Once you’ve assembled your tools, it’s time to start designing and sewing. In this chapter, you’ll learn the basic sewing techniques you’ll need to know to assemble your own skirts, starting with selecting the right fabrics. You’ll also learn how to apply interfacing, press correctly, and finally, how to stitch like a pro.
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Fabric Know-How


Navigating the material world


The wonderful world of fabrics is gorgeous; it boasts of silks, brocades, sateens, tweeds, metallics, and much more. However, before you venture out into the material world, make sure you know what you’re looking for. The selection can be overwhelming, but with a little bit of fabric knowledge under your belt, you’re sure to make the choices that will get you just the look you want.




Identifying Woven and Knit Fabrics


This book focuses on creating skirt patterns specifically for woven fabrics, so for the techniques demonstrated, knit fabrics will not work. Knits are stretchy and generally require different methods of pattern drafting and sewing. Woven fabrics are traditionally not very stretchy (unless they are made with stretch fibers, such as Lycra), and use techniques, such as darts and gathers, to shape a garment to contour around body curves.


If you’re unsure in the fabric store whether the fabric you are considering is knit or woven, take a closer look. A knit is made from looping one continuous yarn around itself. Usually you can spot the loops upon closer inspection. A woven fabric is made from multiple threads that are woven together in a variety of patterns.
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Knit
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Woven







Prepping Your Fabric and Interfacing


Before you cut out your fabric, wash and dry it the same way you want to wash and dry the finished garment. If you make your garment from unlaundered fabric, you run the risk of it shrinking and distorting in the wash.


Press your fabric to remove all creases and wrinkles before cutting it.


It’s also beneficial to prewash interfacing because it can shrink at a different rate from the fabric and then distort the garment pieces. Even fusible interfacing should be prewashed. To do this, soak your interfacing in a bowl of warm water until the water cools down to room temperature. Then lay out the interfacing on a flat surface to air-dry. For more on interfacing, see page 27.




Understanding Grain


Grain is the direction of the threads or yarns in woven fabrics, and it dramatically influences the drape and fit of your garments. It’s important to understand how it works.


Woven fabrics have a lengthwise grain, crosswise grain, and bias direction.


It’s very important to decide which direction you want to cut your pattern pieces and mark them accordingly. Typically the long arrow on a pattern refers to its “grainline.” The pattern is positioned on the fabric with the arrow parallel to the selvages, so it is the arrow placement on the pattern that determines the grainline of the cut fabric.
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A: The lengthwise (or straight) grain runs parallel to the fabric’s selvage (finished edge). There is little or no stretch on the lengthwise grain.


If the arrow runs up and down the pattern piece, parallel to either the center front or the center back of the garment, the garment is cut on the straight grain. Most pattern pieces are cut this way.


B: The crosswise grain runs across the fabric from selvage to selvage. There is a small amount of give, or stretch, along the crosswise grain.


When the arrow runs across the pattern, the pattern is cut on the crossgrain and will stretch slightly.


C: The fabric bias is a 45-degree angle from the selvage. Fabric has the most stretch along its bias.


If a pattern’s grainline arrow is angled so that the pattern will be positioned on the bias, the garment will cling closer to the body and have a very fluid drape.




Mark the desired grainline on all your pattern pieces before cutting them from fabric. Of course, it’s up to you which direction you want to cut out your pattern pieces. In the Block Party Skirt on page 138, the striped fabric is cut in different directions to create an original motif.




Cutting Fabric


Make sure you cut out your garment pieces using the correct grain. If the grainline is off, the drape of your garment can shift and hang incorrectly on your body.


To pin your pattern pieces on the desired grain, make sure the grainline arrow on the pattern is equidistant from the fabric selvage throughout the length of the pattern. Measure and pin the grainline to the fabric first and then pin the rest of the pattern, smoothing the pattern as you pin.




Marking the Fabric


Once you have your pattern pieces cut out, it’s time to transfer the important construction marks from your pattern to the fabric. This includes any registration marks or sewing lines, such as darts, or pocket and zipper placements. Make sure you test your marking tools on a scrap of fabric first to make sure you can remove the marks later (you don’t want to accidentally stain your garment before you even wear it). Feel free to use any marking tool that feels comfortable to you, shows up on your fabric, and won’t be visible from the right side of the completed garment.




Pressing Matters


Getting the best results from your iron


Great sewing starts with precise pressing. When making a garment, you’ll spend about the same amount of time at the ironing board as you will at the sewing machine. Pressing can make the difference between a garment that looks handmade and one with a professional finish.


Pressing your garment during construction isn’t quite like ironing a garment to wear. Pressing is an up-and-down motion that helps set your stitch with pressure, heat, and sometimes steam. Ironing, which is the moving of the iron back and forth across the fabric, might distort or stretch new seams. So, don’t move the iron across your stitches and fabric; instead, set your stitch with a press.


Before touching the iron to your fabric, consider the fiber content and test press a small swatch to make sure the heat-setting doesn’t cause any heat damage, such as shrinking, staining, and even melting.






Fibers and Iron Temperature Settings


Acetate, Acrylic High heat can melt these fibers, so a low heat setting with no steam is best. Use light pressure when pressing to avoid permanent creases.


Cotton, Hemp, Linen These fibers can withstand high heat and steam, so crank up the heat setting and use plenty of steam.


Nylon Nylon is synthetic and can melt. Always use a low heat setting and no steam.


Polyester Polyester can usually withstand medium heat settings and some steam. Avoid firm, hot pressing, which can crease.


Rayon Press rayon fabrics with the iron set on a synthetic setting or medium heat with low steam.


Silk Choose a low heat setting and no steam. Water spots can stain silk.


Wool Select a low heat setting, but you can use high steam.









What's the Deal with Interfacing?


The inside story


Garments are often made of many layers that play supporting inside roles. Interfacing is the layer that adds strength at stress points, such as a waistband or button opening. It can also alter the fabric’s hand, providing more body.


Interfacings are available in many weights and types. Choosing the most suitable interfacing depends on the weight of your fabric and your desired results. There are woven, knit, and non-woven variants in a multitude of fiber types. Each has its own unique hand, so take a scrap of your fabric to the store with you to help you choose. Use lightweight interfacing for lighter fabrics, and heavyweight interfacing for thicker ones. Featherweight versions are also available for finer fabrics.


There are also fusible interfacings and sew-in interfacings. Fusibles are applied to the fabric with an iron and tend to be stiffer than the sew-in interfacings. Hold and drape your fabric with a variety of interfacings to see which one creates your desired effect.




How to Apply Fusible Interfacing


Fusible interfacing is applied to the wrong side of the fabric. Always double-check to make sure the side of the interfacing with the adhesive (usually shiny beads of glue) is facing the fabric. Use a damp press cloth over the interfacing to press (not iron) the interfacing in place with an up-and-down motion. Apply pressure for about 20 seconds, then lift and move the iron, and repeat. Refer to the interfacing manufacturer’s instructions to make sure you are using the correct heat setting, and for any specific application tips.




How to Attach Sew-in Interfacing


Sew-in interfacing should be hand- or machine-basted to the wrong side of the fabric. Pin the interfacing to the fabric, and sew it in place just to the side of the seamline, keeping your stitches within the seam allowance.




Hand Stitches


For fine touches a machine can’t handle


Most garment details can be stitched on the machine; however, nothing sews precise details better than a hand needle and thread. Coming up are all the stitches you’ll need to complete your own designs and the skirts in this book. Each stitch is worth mastering, and can be used whenever you sew, not only when making garments.




Back Stitch


This hand stitch can be used to seam garments and it looks very nice from the right side for decorative stitching. For a stronger seam, use shorter stitches.


To start, bring the needle through the fabric from the wrong side to the right side. Then pierce the needle into the fabric to the right of the point where the thread exited the fabric. Bring the needle back up through the fabric to the left of the same thread exit point. Continue.
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Back stitch







Basting Stitch


This temporary stitch is used to hold layers together and for gathering fabric.


To start, bring the needle up through the fabric from the wrong side to the right side. Insert the needle into the fabric again to the left of the original stitch. To continue, bring the needle up to the left of the second stitch. Keep the stitches long, with space between them, so they are easy to remove.
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Basting stitch







Catch Stitch


This stitch works well to secure a hem or facing in place because it is invisible from the right side.


Typically, this stitch is worked from left to right, making the stitches feel a little backward at first. To begin, pierce the fabric along the hem or facing from right to left and take a tiny stitch. Then, move about 1⁄2" to the right and take a tiny stitch through a few threads of the garment from right to left to make a little X. Repeat.
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Catch stitch







Slipstitch


Use this stitch to hold a stitched or pressed edge in place.


To start, bring the needle through the folded or pressed edge. Then stitch through a few threads of the garment fabric and pierce the needle back into the fold. Repeat.
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Slipstitch







Swing Tack


A swing tack is used to secure garment layers together but allows them to move freely, such as a lining and outer garment.


To start, make a small stitch in the outer garment. Leave a 1" length of thread between the two layers and then make a small stitch on the lining. To finish the tack, loop the thread around the exposed thread, knotting each time.
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Swing tack







Whipstitch


This stitch is the first hand stitch I learned from my mother when I made my first garment. I used it to secure the bottom edge of a facing, but it also works well to secure hems.


To start, bring the needle up through garment or hem allowance. Then move the needle about 1⁄4" to the side and take a second stitch, making a stitch that wraps around the edge.
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Whipstitch







Seams Your Way


Join your pieces with style


Most garment seaming is done with the basic, straight seam, but there are several other types of seams you will enjoy learning. Most seams are stitched with 1⁄2"-wide seam allowances, but others require wider seam allowances (such as the flat-felled seam shown on page 32). Be sure to decide the type of seams you want to use before you draft your pattern, and keep the necessary seam allowance width in mind.






Right or wrong


The illustrations in this book use a lighter shade for the right side (RS) of the fabric, and a darker shade for the wrong side (WS).







Choose Your Seam Allowance


Seam allowance is the distance between the fabric’s raw edge and the sewn seam (or stitch line). It’s up to you how much seam allowance you add. You want enough seam allowance to have room to sew, without adding too much bulk.






Tip: Seams into which zippers are sewn sometimes benefit from slightly wider seam allowances, so you might want to add 5⁄8"-wide allowances to zipper seam edges when drafting a pattern.







Most sewing patterns (such as those made by Simplicity, Vogue, and Butterick) include a 5⁄8"-wide seam allowance. In the garment industry, though, most seams are sewn with a 1⁄2"-wide seam allowance, and that’s how I’ve written the instructions for the following seams. You might consider using a smaller seam allowance for seams that will be concealed or turned inside-out, such as those found inside a waistband. For seams like that, I typically use a 1⁄4"-wide seam allowance. If you don’t feel comfortable using that small of an allowance, you can always use a larger one when stitching and then trim it down once your seam has been sewn.
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How to Sew Different Seams


In order to sew any type of garment, you’ll want to master how to machine-stitch a variety of seams. The seams listed below are essential to the construction of well-made skirts.




Basic Straight Seam 


A basic seam is sewn with the right sides together and raw edges aligned.




	
1. Use a straight stitch, set to about 8 to 10 stitches per inch. The standard seam allowance is between 1⁄2" and 5⁄8" wide, but you can use any width seam allowance you like.
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Step 1








	
2. After stitching, press the seam flat, and then press the seam allowances open. To finish, press from the right side of the garment with a press cloth between the garment and the iron.







[image: 160446.jpg]




Step 2













French Seam


A French seam is a beautiful, narrow finish without any raw edges, making it a perfect selection for sheer or lace fabrics.




	
1. To begin, sew the seam with 1⁄4"-wide seam allowances and with the wrong sides together and raw edges aligned. Then trim the seam allowance.
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Step 1








	
2. Next, fold the seam along the stitching line so the wrong sides are together. Sew the seam again, 1⁄4" away from the folded edge.
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Step 2













Flat-Felled Seam 


The flat-felled seam is finished inside and out, and features a decorative topstitch. This seam is frequently used in sportswear and is almost always found on jeans.




	
1. Start with 3⁄4"-wide seam allowance. Sew the seam with wrong sides together and raw edges aligned. Press the seam allowance open and trim one side to 1⁄4".
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Step 1








	
2. Press the wider seam allowance 1⁄4" to the wrong side and wrap it around the trimmed one. Press it in place.
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Step 2








	
3. Topstitch the seam allowance along the folded edge through all layers, securing it in place and hiding the raw edges inside.
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Step 3













How to Clean Finish Your Seam Edges


A well-made garment looks almost as good on the inside as it does on the outside. There are many ways to clean finish the raw edges of seam and hem allowances to minimize raveling and give your skirt a professional looking finish.




Hong Kong Finish


The Hong Kong finished seam starts as a traditional seam, but has finished seam allowance edges, thanks to the application of double-fold bias tape (for more on creating your own bias tape, turn to page 84). You can match the color of the bias tape to your garment or use a contrasting color for added punch on the inside.




	
1. To begin, stitch a traditional, straight seam with seam allowances at least 1⁄2" wide; press the seam open. Press one side of the bias tape open and pin it along the edge of one seam allowance with the right sides together and edges aligned and stitch with 1⁄4"-wide seam.
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Step 1








	
2. Wrap the bias tape around the edge of the seam allowance. Secure it in place by stitching in the ditch (see the tip on page 69) or just to the inside of the original stitching to catch the bottom of the bias tape in the seam and to completely enclose the raw edge. Stitch only through the bias tape and seam allowance, not the garment.
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Step 2








	
3. Repeat on the remaining seam allowance to finish.
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Step 3













Pinking Shears


This method of finishing your fabric edges is the easiest and quickest. Simply trim your seam allowance edges with pinking shears after the seam has been sewn. Do not trim them before you sew the seam. The zigzag cut of the pinking shears will prevent the fabric’s edges from fraying during wear and after washing.
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Pinking edge finish











Serged or Overlocked Finish


Sergers, or overlock machines, will cut and finish a fabric’s edge as it sews. To finish an edge with a serger, sew the seam on the sewing machine first and press the seam allowance normally. Then use the serger to either finish the seam allowances together, or finish them separately to keep the pressed-open look. I typically do not use the serger to sew the initial seam because it cuts as it sews and it creates a stitch that stretches. It’s hard to correct sewing accidents once they’ve been cut and sewn by a serger, so make sure everything is exactly how you want it before you send it through the machine.
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Overlock finish







Topstitched Edges


Start with a sewn seam that has been pressed open. Then press each seam allowance 1⁄8" to the wrong side and topstitch each seam allowance edge to secure the raw edge under the stitching.
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Topstitched edge







Zigzag Finish


If you do not own a serger, you can use a zigzag stitch to finish your edges. Start with a seam that has been sewn and pressed open. Then, sewing through the seam allowance only, machine-stitch close to each seam allowance’s edge with a zigzag stitch and press to set the stitches. Trim the seam allowance close to the zigzag stitch. The zigzag stitch helps prevent the raw edge from fraying.
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Zigzag edge finish







Adding the Details


Shape your skirts with ease


Once you’ve mastered all of the seams and hand stitches, it’s time to put those skills to use. Here you’ll find all the info you need to get started on those features that, when combined, help you create your skirts.




Darts


Darts are used to add dimension and shape to flat fabric, and are typically found at the waistline of a skirt (and at the bustline in a full dress).


To sew a dart, fold and pin the garment in the center of the dart with the right sides together and the dart “legs” aligned. Begin sewing at the garment raw edge and finish by sewing straight along the dart leg and off the dart point. Hand knot the thread ends or run the thread for a couple of stitches beyond the dart point to let the threads twist.


Press the stitched dart flat to set the stitches, but take care not to press a crease beyond the dart point. Then, working on a tailor’s ham (see page 18), press the dart toward either the center back or center front to set the garment’s curve. To finish, press the dart again from the right side using a press cloth between the garment and the iron.
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Corners


Garment details, such as sharp corners, create an interesting predicament. When the fabric pieces are placed right sides together, their raw edges don’t line up. This will come up in the Piece Gathering Skirt on page 185, when you sew in the gathered panel.




	
1. To sew these edges together, first mark their seamlines with a temporary fabric marker. To prevent tearing and stretching, stitch just inside the seamline, pivoting at the corner (this is called staystitching). Then clip into the inside corner piece as shown, being careful not to cut through the marked seamline.
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Step 1








	
2. Pin the pieces with the right sides together and raw edges aligned. Stitch one long edge up to the corner. With the needle still in the fabric, lift the presser foot.
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Step 2








	
3. Pivot the fabric, and gently pull the clipped piece underneath to match the top layer. The clip in the seam allowance should open up, allowing you to align the pieces with ease. Lower the presser foot and complete the seam.
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Step 3













Curves


Like sharp corners, curved seams do not match up perfectly when they are positioned with the right sides together.




	
1. Mark the seamlines directly on both garment pieces with a temporary fabric marker. To prevent tearing and stretching, stitch just inside the seamline close to the curve (this is called staystitching).
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2. Cut tiny notches into the seam allowance of the concave piece, taking care not to cut through the marked seamline. These notches will allow the curve to spread and fit the opposing piece better.
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3. Spread the seam allowance of the concave piece to match the convex piece, pinning them together with several pins. Machine-stitch the seam as usual, taking care not to stitch any of the puckers.







Topstitching


Topstitching is sewn from the right side of the garment and is meant to be visible on the finished garment. Regular sewing thread is used for most topstitched details, but for decorative work, topstitching thread stands out more. If you use topstitching thread, switch your machine setting to a longer stitch length (about 3.5 mm) and use a topstitching needle. This special needle has a larger eye to accommodate the thicker thread, and is stronger and sharper to enable it to penetrate several layers of fabric. The Twiggy Skirt (see page 123) is an example of a skirt topstitched this way with contrasting thread.




Edgestitching


Edgestitching is created by sewing close to a garment edge or fold, typically no more than 1⁄8" away.




Understitching


Understitching is a simple extra step that goes a long way toward helping your garment look its best from the outside. It may seem like an annoying extra step, but trust me; it is well worth the time and effort. Typically done on facing and waistband seams to prevent the seamline from rolling to the right side, understitching holds the facing (or other interior piece) in place.


To understitch, machine-stitch the seam as usual and then press the seam allowance toward the facing (or the piece that is being turned inside the garment). Then, edgestitch the seam allowance in place just inside the seamline. You’ll be amazed at how easily the seamline then turns under, without rolling to the garment’s right side.
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Gathering


Gathering can be used to create ruffles or ruched details. It’s really easy to do using a machine basting stitch. To start, stitch one or two basting stitches inside the seam allowance along the edge you’d like to gather. Backstitch at one end and leave the other end of the thread tails long.


To gather the edge, pull the bobbin thread’s long tail. Push the fabric along the thread and gather it to your desired length and fullness.




Closing Time


Sew great-looking closures


Garment closures can simply be utilitarian or a design element — it’s up to you. There are plenty of options available, including buttons, snaps, and zippers. Experiment with different closures to decide which works best for your style.




Buttonholes


Refer to your owner’s manual for making machine-stitched buttonholes. The standard buttonhole with bar tacks at each end can be placed horizontally or vertically, depending on the design of the skirt. To determine the buttonhole length, add 1⁄8" to the width of the button. Make a practice buttonhole on scrap fabric before making one on your project.




Buttons


With all of the different buttons available today, it’s easy to create a closure that becomes a stylish detail instead of a simple closure.




Sew-Through Buttons


When it comes to sew-through buttons, how you stitch them is really up to you. With four-hole buttons, you can make an X with the thread or run the stitches from side to side.




	
1. Start sewing from the right side of the garment by taking a small stitch through a few garment threads, at the button location.


	
2. Bring the needle up through one hole in the button and place a toothpick over the button.


	
3. Sew down through the next hole and through the garment.
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Step 3








	
4. Repeat multiple times to secure the button in place. Sewing over the toothpick creates a “shank” that allows the garment’s layers to fit comfortably underneath the button.


	
5. To finish, remove the toothpick, pull the button up from the fabric gently, and wrap the thread around the “thread shank” underneath the button a few times. Then stitch through the garment again and knot off the thread underneath the button.
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Step 5













Shank Buttons


A shank button has a loop underneath it for sewing through and to hold the button away from the fabric. To sew a shank button:




	
1. Start by knotting your thread and make a stitch through the fabric at the button location on the garment’s right side.


	
2. Thread the needle through the button’s shank.


	
3. Make a small stitch at the button placement on the garment and pull the thread taut.


	
4. Repeat to sew through the button shank several times.


	
5. To finish, make a stitch through the garment and knot off the thread.
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Shank button













Hooks and Eyes


Hooks and eyes are typically positioned above zippers, and on waistbands, to help hold skirts closed.
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Sewing hook and eye









	For garment edges that overlap, pin the garment closed and mark where you want to sew on the hook and eye with a temporary fabric marker.


	For garment edges that meet, pin the garment closed and mark the position of the hook 1⁄16" from the garment edge and the eye so that it extends just beyond the garment edge.







Regardless of positioning, sew the hooks and eyes by taking stitches inside each of the loops and knotting after each stitch.




Snaps


Snaps are sold in two pieces that fit together perfectly. To sew a snap to your skirt, try it on and mark where you want the snap to go. Make sure you mark where each side of the snap will be placed. Then, sew each snap to the garment, taking multiple stitches through each hole, and knotting after each stitch.
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Zippers


Zippers may look daunting at first, but don’t fret. With a few tricks up your sleeve and a zipper presser foot, they’re really simple to sew. When choosing the most appropriate zipper application, keep your design in mind. Each of these applications looks a little different from the outside because some have visible topstitching and others don’t. Typically in skirts, zippers are located on the left side or the center back. Choose the location based on your desired look.




Centered Application


A centered zipper application is most common and has stitching visible on the right side of the garment. A 1⁄2" or 5⁄8"-wide seam allowance is adequate.




	
1. Machine-baste the seam where the zipper will go closed. Stitch the remainder of the seam closed with a shorter, permanent stitch length, backstitching first at the bottom of the zipper seam. Press the seam allowance open.
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Step 1








	
2. Mark stitching lines on the right side of the garment with a temporary fabric marker. Mark the lines 1⁄4" away from each side of the seamline and across the seam just below the location of the bottom of the zipper.
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Step 2








	
3. Turn the garment wrong side up and center the zipper, right side down over the seamline. Position the top of the zipper 1⁄2" to 5⁄8" below the top edge of the skirt. Secure the zipper in place with hand basting stitches or double-sided basting tape.
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Step 3








	
4. Install the zipper foot and with the garment right side up machine-stitch along the marked lines. Pick open the basted seam with a seam ripper to expose the center of the zipper.
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Step 4













Invisible Application


An invisible zipper is not visible from the right side; all you see is the seam. There are special presser feet made for installing invisible zippers, available at most fabric stores. The special foot isn’t absolutely necessary to install this zipper, but it does make the job incredibly easier. The coils of an invisible zipper curl back on themselves, so the zipper needs to be pressed before it’s sewn in place: Press the coils open along each zipper tape with low heat, being careful to not melt the coils as you press. This zipper is installed in an unstitched seam.




	
1. With the zipper open, pin one side of the zipper to the garment opening with the right sides together and the zipper coils aligned with the seamline. Install the invisible zipper foot and machine-stitch the zipper tape in place.
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Step 1








	
2. Stitch the remaining zipper tape to the remaining garment opening with the right sides together as in the previous step.
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Step 2








	
3. Install the standard presser foot. To finish, close the zipper and from the wrong side, backstitch and then machine-stitch the rest of the garment opening closed, from the bottom of the zipper to the hemline. Fold the bottom end of the zipper out of the way of the stitching.
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Step 3
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Finished zipper













Lapped Application


A lapped zipper application uses a traditional zipper; however, the zipper is hidden with a lap of fabric that is topstitched in place. For directional purposes, this zipper is being applied in a center-back seam.




	
1. Machine-stitch the garment opening below the zipper opening with the right sides together, starting with a backstitch. On the right side, mark the seam allowances on the remaining garment opening with a temporary fabric marker.
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Step 1








	
2. Press the right seam allowance 1⁄8" to the wrong side, just inside the marked seamline. Press the left seam allowance to the wrong side along the marked seamline.
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Step 2








	
3. Install the zipper foot. Pin the closed zipper along the folded right side of the garment opening. Edgestitch close to the zipper teeth/coils.
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Step 3








	
4. Pin the garment closed so that the left folded edge creates a lap and the marked seamlines are aligned.
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Step 4








	
5. Topstitch the zipper in place, 1⁄2" to 5⁄8" away from the lapped fold, pivoting across the bottom of the zipper. Backstitch or pull the top thread to the wrong side and knot the threads at the bottom edge of the zipper.
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Step 5
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