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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Everything Has a Story


I’ve always been defined by cloth: what I wear (usually black and often silk) as well as my various careers over the years – designer, event organiser, maker, seller and writer. How my home feels is all about my love of cloth. It is spare but tactile and I, or other artisans, have made every textile item. The fabrics are old or handmade and, of course, everything has a story, because I thrive on back-stories. I have always loved fabric and fabric shops and I’ve always been compelled to make things. Touch – in this case, handling things – has always been my most pronounced sense. I am the picker-upper, the stroker and the crumpler of cloth – perhaps a fabric store owner’s worst nightmare!


I have sewn since I was a child – doll’s clothes, an award-winning nativity scene (still very proud) and the curtains for my playhouse. I’m sure they were pretty rough in finish but the making was very fulfilling. The teenage years were more expressive and the sewing a little better (and this is where my love affair with black began).


Although I dreamed of studying fashion and design at college, I didn’t go – economics and business got me instead. All the while I was making, thinking, creating. I am fanatical about certain designers and interiors stores, but have never been that interested in crafts. I can guarantee that I will never make a quilted finger puppet, but I will always make quilts. I like to think of it as mindful making. I’ve always wanted to live by William Morris’s well known ethos: ‘Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful’ and I hope now that I do. A few years ago I realised that making is thinking. To make useful and beautiful objects requires more than just making on its own – it is an emotive process and continues my story and the stories of those I make for now.


I am immersed in thought when deep in a commission and slightly obsessed with the cultural aspect of fabric. How communities grow, shrink or disappear and how new communities are made is gripping stuff. Of course, any story involving cloth and making is completely compelling. I love books on making as much as I like a romp through Thoreau and, somehow, the two aspects combine perfectly.


Most of all, I know that we are all born to make – I make, therefore I am. For me, it’s still usually black or muted in colour, although the stitching is much better. Japanese kimono silk is still my personal favourite cloth, followed very closely by silk, velvet and leather (oh, and hemp). You won’t find many bright colours in my making, but I do love looking at them. I still watch Dries Van Noten catwalk shows obsessively, but mostly I am happiest in a cloth shop, looking, thinking and crumpling.
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He wishes for the Cloths of Heaven


Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths, Enwrought with golden and silver light, The blue and the dim and the dark cloths Of night and light and the half-light, I would spread the cloths under your feet: But I, being poor, have only my dreams; I have spread my dreams under your feet; Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.


WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS


Whether it is a bolt of liquid silk, a rough antique feedsack or an Indian cotton ralli quilt, cloth moves us. Its tactility and three-dimensional nature seems to bring out a passion in everyone. We hunt and gather precious pieces and scraps without knowing what to do with them, but have them we must. Sometimes, we buy a piece of fabric just because of the way it looks, sometimes because it captures a memory as heady as any photograph or postcard. Each piece may have emotional or historical significance; it may be new but special, or something made in an ethically sound way.


As well as being emotionally evocative, cloth is a tactile delight – and when we touch, we feel. You instantly know the difference between silk and polyester through your fingertips – it almost feels like you can touch the maker’s hand within natural cloth. Not matter how hard technology tries, man-made fibres cannot truly replicate the feel of handmade textiles. Touch connects us – it is the first sense we develop as a baby and is always engaged when buying fabric. Our eyes may fool us, but our hands can’t deceive. Everyone (including animals) loves natural materials. From babies wrapped in sheepskins to cashmere shawls draped around our grandmother’s shoulders, each stage of life is enveloped in a fabric made of natural fibres that is full of tactile promise.


Scraps of cloth can give you clues about a different life or place – and, in that way, transport you to somewhere else. Travels to distant shores or local markets can provide a cornucopia of visual and tactile delights. You may be shopping with a purpose, or a piece of cloth can just speak to you. It can change everything – how you look and how you live. It can be the starting point for a quilt, a room or the way you dress. Cloth is also a storyteller. It speaks of travels near and far, people you’ve loved and some you’ve lost. It talks of huge life choices and sometimes just a simple, lovely shopping experience. Cloth can also open up the world to you. Every continent and most countries have their own unique textile history. From the khadi cotton of India to the linen of Ireland, you’ll find more stories, more history and many hands in the making. We are globally connected through the fabric that we can now buy and use. You can mix Moroccan wool rugs with a mud-cloth-upholstered chair and a kimono silk quilt and top it off with a cushion crafted from suede.


Cloth has been made and loved for centuries. The antique and vintage textile industry is booming, as there is nothing more thrilling than finding aged French ribbons or a vintage Welsh blanket. You can buy at stores, markets and fairs, or even online if you’re prepared to risk using only one sense. Whether you’re up-cycling or just enjoying the handmade beauty of these goods, they are waiting to be used to create something beautiful for you and your home, or just to be admired for what they are.
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Fabric has been used as currency (and, in some places, still is) as well as packaging for food and other goods – for instance, linen feedsacks to hold grains and cotton sacks to hold sugar and flour. It has visually defined the difference between rich or poor, and has provided the route to commercial riches through industrialisation. It has made countries specialists in their field and has crippled others by the same process of industrialisation. Some nations such as India, have been reborn politically through producing their own cloth, whilst other third-world countries have been literally sickened by the demand for cotton. On the upside, many textile industries that have been in steady decline are now being rejuvenated through young entrepreneurs and investment in craft skills rather than mass production. Fabrics that were almost lost are now valued once again. It’s an exciting time, when old traditions and a new set of skills are coming together to lift fabric production back up as an artisanal industry.


Fabric is a material that we can all make something with. It doesn’t require advanced skills or training like woodwork or gilding – which is a bonus – but it shouldn’t be relegated to a lesser state just because we can all engage with it. It wasn’t long ago that everyone made textile goods – quilts, clothing and all sorts of other things – from necessity as well as desire. Working with fabric was an intrinsic part of life.


Mindful making has the potential to enrich all our lives. When we make something for our homes or clothes with care and consideration, we are able to experience the contemplative pleasures of creating by hand. So when you make, enjoy the process, don’t hurry it and try not to ‘bash it out’, but take pride in what you can create.


Last, but not least, textiles add the final ingredient (the sixth sense, if you like) to rooms and homes – which otherwise can appear (and feel) cold and lifeless. Think not just of cushions (although these are great for bringing in colour and pattern), but also of rugs and throws and blankets too. Choose the fabric for your furniture carefully, as you will sit or lie on it for many years – you want it to feel great and look good.


Mix your travel finds with your vintage and your handmade textiles to create a physically and emotionally layered home, a home that tells your story through your hands and heart, as well as the hands and lives of others.


I hope you find Cloth is both a resource and an opportunity for you to create beautiful and useful things for you and your home. These projects are just a handful of hundreds of ideas and uses for cloth. All of them can be adjusted to fit either your aesthetic or your overwhelming fabric stash – or both.


Cloth is a personal guide to cotton, wool, silk, hide and linen. One book alone cannot hope to tell and show you everything, but I hope that through the projects, a few facts and figures and the stories of makers and nations, cloth will come to life for you through your eyes and your hands.
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Toolkit


A sewer’s toolkit is a very pleasurable thing. Many of the tools you need can be used for most making pursuits and you may already own them. But some are specifically created and beautifully designed just for one project.


There are essential items, which (I think) you must have, then there are the extra bits and bobs, nice things, indulgent things, more excuses to stand in a haberdashery store things…


Sewing Machine


The key to the right sewing machine is research and a bit of forward planning. What are you going to use your sewing machine for? Are you planning on launching an accessories empire or are you more likely to make a quilt, a few lovely aprons, a bag and do a bit of mending each year? Sewing machines vary from £50–£3,000 plus, so make sure you don’t under- or overspend (trust me from my own experience on this). It’s important to choose a respected and well-known brand, firstly, because it will always come with a decent warranty and, secondly, because you will always find replacement parts and accessories easily. Each brand is slightly different, a little bit like cars, so it is important to find a brand that you like. Visit a specialist sewing centre or department store with a proper sewing section – they will have sewing enthusiasts that can show you how to use a machine and you can try out different brands. If you can, have a lesson on the machine you want to buy so that you can get used to it – your sewing machine will become your friend if you know it and treat it well. My Brother machine has travelled the globe with me and I know its quirks and foibles inside out. I know what it can and can’t do and when it needs attention.


The majority of sewers only use straight or zigzag stitch, so a basic, sturdy machine from a well known brand will suit most people. You can of course buy a second-hand machine, or use one passed down from a relative (note the vintage beauty shown opposite). It will probably be great, just get it serviced before you begin sewing to make sure it is in top condition. Either contact your local sewing centre or google ‘sewing machine service’ in your area and a plethora of companies will pop up. Many of these companies are mobile, so will come to you.


Sewing machines come with a starter selection of accessories including your basic sewing feet, needles and bobbins. It’s worth making sure you have a walking foot and a selection of sewing machine needles for leather. You could also invest in a quilting foot if you plan to machine quilt. You can buy everything online or through a store.


If sewing on a machine is new to you, find a local class in which they show you the rudimentaries. It’s a great investment of your time and money – but make sure you go to a class in which you can take your own machine.


Needles and Pins


There is an extraordinary array of needles and pins to be found. Here are the essentials:


Hand-stitching Needles


[image: Illustration] Sharps – These are your general-purpose needles. Each pack will have a variety of sizes to use with different weights of fabric.


[image: Illustration] Quilters/betweens – For hand quilting. They have a rounded end that makes them more comfortable to use.


[image: Illustration] Embroidery/crewel – For embroidery or thicker threads.


[image: Illustration] Darning/tapestry needles – For working with wool.


Pins


[image: Illustration] Dressmaker’s pins – Extra fine and easy to use.


[image: Illustration] Quilting/glass-headed pins – Longer, for working through layers of fabric.


[image: Illustration] Entomology pins – For very fine fabrics.


Cutting


[image: Illustration] Dressmaker’s scissors – Make sure they are sharp and of good quality. And never be tempted to use them for paper.


[image: Illustration] Household scissors – For the cutting of said paper and patterns.


[image: Illustration] Thread scissors – Tiny and useful. I generally have them on a ribbon around my neck as they disappear easily.


[image: Illustration] Pinking shears – For zigzag edges that fray less than straight edges, or to finish seams.


[image: Illustration] Scalpel knife – Useful for cutting soft leather or small items.


[image: Illustration] Rotary cutter – A rotary cutter is, in fact, a circular razor blade so needs to be treated with respect. You simply use it to cut fabric on a cutting mat. Use it to cut fabric for quilts as it makes the job very fast.


Other Notions


[image: Illustration] Cutting mat – A cutting mat provides a grid for you to line up your fabric. Used mostly for quilt making, it would be useful for many other projects. You can buy cutting mats in many sizes and with metric or imperial measurements. A3 would be the smallest useful size for making quilts.


[image: Illustration] Quilter’s ruler – Made from transparent acrylic, they are designed to be used with cutters and mats and they make it easy to cut fabric accurately.


[image: Illustration] Seam ripper – For rectifying mistakes. Make sure the blade is sharp.


[image: Illustration] Tailor’s chalk or erasable pencils – For tracing patterns and transferring markings.


[image: Illustration] Tailor’s tape measure – For measuring and slinging around your neck to look professional.


[image: Illustration] Long metal ruler – For measuring long and straight lines.


[image: Illustration] Thimbles – For hand-stitching. There are several types, made of metal or leather. Again, this will be complete personal preference, but I use a leather one as I find it more flexible and comfortable.


[image: Illustration] Masking tape – From a DIY store – it is useful for marking quilting lines and keeping fabric straight.


[image: Illustration] Awl (bradawl) – You’ll find this in your tool box. It is very useful for making holes. You can buy this in a hardware store or haberdashery.


[image: Illustration] Leather punch – These will make different-sized holes and are very useful for straps, bags and purses.


[image: Illustration] Lightweight hammer – Again, raid the toolbox.


[image: Illustration] Iron – With a steam option for perfectly pressed seams.


[image: Illustration] For dyeing – Thick rubber gloves, plastic buckets and rubber bands.


[image: Illustration] For upholstery – Pliers, staple gun or upholstery tacks, wire wool, fine sandpaper and methylated spirits.
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Natural Dye


Dyeing can be a little messy, but the colours you can achieve by mixing natural cloth with colours from Mother Nature are well worth it.


Natural dyeing is simply the process in which yarn or fabric is immersed in a solution produced by boiling up selected raw materials, or dye-stuffs. These may be from an animal, vegetable or mineral source.


Natural dyes are a renewable resource – almost every plant in the world will give a fantastic colour and they are literally on your doorstep. If they’re not free, they can be created inexpensively or are the waste product of cooking or gardening. Dyeing with natural dyes has obvious ecological advantages – no chemicals, no nastiness. But they also create colours that are just magical, so I think the combination is a win-win on both practicality and aesthetics.


There are many books and courses that offer an in-depth education in the art of dyeing. For Cloth, I thought we’d keep it simple – a starting point to something that can become very addictive, very quickly.


There are two types of natural dyes. Substantive dyes are those that give a fast, lasting colour without the need for extra chemical processes (or mordants) to fix the colours. Adjective dyes require the yarn or fabric to be treated with a mordant to make it more absorbent and allow the dye to bite and take hold. Different dyes use different mordants, but most mordants are mineral based – such as alum, tin, chrome or iron. However, the oldest is urine – not very lovely to think about, but very effective.


Most dyes fall into the second category. If you don’t mind the colour being lighter or fading over time (and possibly bleeding) then you can skip the mordant when heating your water for dyeing. A simple mordant to use on all natural cloth is alum – readily available in a salt form. The simplest option is probably common table salt.


To dye fabric you need to bring water and your choice of dye to the boil, reduce to a simmer and then add the mordant. After concocting the mixture, add the fabric and then allow it to soak in the dye. The longer the soak, the more intense the colour.


Once you have the colour you’re aiming for, remove the fabric and rinse it in lukewarm water until the water runs clear. Then hand wash it with a gentle detergent.


The final colour will vary depending on whether you use fresh or dried dyes, whether the water is hot or cold, what fabric you use, the type of mordant and the pH level of the water. In addition, every natural cloth will take dye differently as some fabrics are protein based and some plant based. This sounds very complicated but it isn’t. I like a slight sense of ‘winging it’ when I dye, but you can always use scraps of cloth to test colour.
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Dye-stuffs


On this page is a list of plants, berries, bark, leaves and powders that are perfect for dyeing. Have a rummage in your pantry or wander through your garden and neighbourhood to find the perfect colour. Powdered dyes are listed in the resources section.


Useful equipment for dyeing


[image: Illustration] Metal pots or saucepans (only to be used for dyeing)


[image: Illustration] Tongs


[image: Illustration] Stirrers or sticks


[image: Illustration] Insulated rubber gloves – from a DIY store


[image: Illustration] A couple of buckets or plastic containers


[image: Illustration] Pegs, clips and rubber bands


[image: Illustration] Glass jars for mordants to keep them safe


[image: Illustration] An apron or a selection of old clothes


[image: Illustration] Alum salts


[image: Illustration] Your choice of dye-stuff


Red/Pink


Bamboo – turkey red


Blackberries – dark red


Beetroot peelings – red


Cherries – dark pink


Crab-apple bark – red/yellow


Elderberry – red


Grape skins – bright fuchsia


Madder root – red


Purple sage – red


Raspberries – red


Rosehips – pink


Roses and lavender – with a little mint and some lemon juice to activate the alkaloids this makes a brilliant pink dye


Strawberries – pink


Purple/Blue


Basil – purplish grey


Blackberries – strong purple


Blueberries – purple


Cornflower petals (with alum) – blue


Elderberries – lavender


Grapes – purple


Hyacinth flowers – blue


Logwood – with alum it gives purple to blue-purple


Mulberries – royal purple


Olives that have dropped from a tree – deep blue/purple


Ornamental plum tree leaves – purple grey


Red cabbage – mauve/purple


Saffron petals – blue/green


Green


Artichokes – green


Black-eyed Susan flowers – bright olive/apple green


Hydrangea flowers – with added copper, a beautiful celery green


Broom stem – green


Calendula flowers – luminescent green


Camellia (pink, red petals) – green


Carrot tops – light green


Chamomile leaves – green


Grape leaves – shades of yellows to earthy chartreuse and deep greens


Grass – yellow green


Lilac flowers – green


Nettle – light yellow/green


Peppermint – dark khaki green


Red onion skin – lighter than forest green


Rosemary leaves – pale green


Snapdragon flowers – green


Sorrel roots – dark green


Spinach leaves – green


Black/Brown


Acorns (boiled) – light yellow/brown


Beluga black lentils (soaked in water overnight) – milk chocolate brown to a light brown when watered down


Birch bark (with alum) – light brown/buff


Broom bark – yellow/brown


Coffee grinds – dark brown


Dandelion roots – brown


Fennel flowers or leaves – yellow/brown


Iris roots – mid brown


Ivy twigs – yellow/brown


Juniper berries – brown


Oak bark – tan or oak colour


Sumac leaves – black


Teabags – light brown/tan


Walnut hulls – deep brown


Walnut husks – deep brown-black


Wild plum root – reddish/rusty brown


Yellow


Alfalfa seeds – yellow


Bay leaves – yellow


Brown onion skins – yellow


Celery leaves – pale yellow


Crocus – yellow


Daffodil flower heads (after they have died) – yellow


Dahlia flowers (red, yellow, orange flowers) – orange/yellow


Dandelion flowers – pale yellow


Heather plant – yellow


Marigold blossoms – yellow


Mimosa flowers – yellow


Paprika – pale yellow/light orange


Peach leaves – yellow


Poppy roots – earthy yellow


Sunflowers – yellow


Turmeric – bright yellow


Weld – bright yellow
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White gold – this is how history refers to cotton. Of all the cloths in the world, cotton is the behemoth. Traded on the stock exchange, cotton is still the world’s most important non-food agricultural commodity. No other fibre has created such wealth or, conversely, such damage to countries and people. It’s used everywhere, for many items– clothing, bedding, medical supplies and food. Just look around your home and in your wardrobe to see the impact cotton has on an ordinary household. It is also a relatively ‘cheap’ crop, which means cheap fabric. Which is probably why over 40 per cent of the world’s textiles are made from cotton.


Cotton is a renewable resource, but only if the resources are managed responsibly. Unfortunately, the sustainability of cotton growing and farmers’ livelihoods can be threatened by poor crop protection, water abuse, diminished soil fertility and – terribly – child and forced labour.


As a fibre cotton is so important and, although it has had its ups and downs over the last few hundred years, it is hoped that everything is improving: better-quality cotton and, more importantly, healthier land and people.


Cotton is a soft, fluffy staple fibre that grows in a ‘boll’ on the plant’s stem. The boll is a protective capsule that wraps itself around the seeds of the cotton plant to help them disperse in the wind. For the gardeners among you, the cotton plant is naturally perennial, which means that it lasts for more than one growing season. However, it is harnessed and treated as an annual, meaning that it goes from seed to harvest in one year. This ensures that the plants do not grow too large, are uniform in size and produce their fibre at the same time.


Cotton is a member of the mallow family, which includes other plants such as marsh mallow, hollyhock and hibiscus. Although there are 30 recognised species of cotton, only four are cultivated commercially – Gossypium barbadense (Egyptian and Sea Island cotton), Gossypium hirsutum (upland cotton), Gossypium Arboreum (tree cotton) and Gossypium Herbaceum (Levant cotton).


Although you have probably only seen images of puffy white cotton fields, cotton often grows in lovely shades of brown, pink and green. These are usually grown as a specialty fibre and kept far, far away from white cotton to prevent colour contamination. These natural-coloured cottons are now being used by both boutique and large clothing companies as a naturally coloured alternative to bleached or dyed white cotton.


Cotton is non-allergenic (which means it has no adverse reactions to your skin), breathable and incredibly soft. It is very adaptable and can be blended with most other fibres. It has a very high absorbency rate and can hold up to 27 times its own weight in water. Cotton is also stronger when wet and keeps you warm in winter and cool in summer. It takes dye and any form of printing well. As a natural fibre it is probably the most useful, versatile and cost-effective one there is. It is also our fabric of choice in clothing and homewares. Like all fabrics, there is high- and low-quality cotton available to choose from, but the variance is far greater. Sheets are known by their thread count (the number of threads per square inch or centimetre) and t-shirts by the quality of the raw cotton.
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