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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 and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


How I Became a Leather Craftswoman


I never set out to be a leather craftswoman.


The whole journey began when I was still a designer working in a digital agency in London back in 2011. My boss offered me an industrial sewing machine one Christmas, and soon after another colleague handed me a leather hide he had sitting around at home. At the time, I was already making fabric bags in my spare time and offering them to friends and family. Eager to create a bag from this piece of leather, I drew straight onto the back and crudely cut into the hide with kitchen scissors. The sewing needle on my machine fumbled its way across the thickness. By the end of the evening, I had made my first leather bag – a beautifully shaped yet terribly stitched piece of work.


I began to seek out workshops, seminars and events across the world to learn the different aspects of leatherwork. My training took me to Hong Kong to learn traditional saddle stitching and back to London where I studied the technical art of pattern making. I then travelled to the Netherlands to understand how to use traditional methods of production to create functional, contemporary designs. Finally I went to Italy to see how the masters work their craft.


Powered by this training, I created my own collection of handcrafted leather bags and accessories. I began to spread my skills by teaching traditional leatherwork to enthusiasts and novices. Sure enough, just as it did for me, these new-found skills led some of them to create their own collections of leather items.


I no longer work in graphic design, yet the skills I learned in my former career have no doubt influenced the bags and accessories I create. Each one of you who is working through this book or has attended one of my classes will have a story of your own, perhaps not dissimilar to mine, of discovering a passion for a craft that sweeps you off your feet. I hope my story and designs throughout these pages will inspire you and become a part of your journey to becoming a leather craftsperson.
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How to Use This Book


This book is designed for the novice craftsperson to begin an adventure with leatherwork. We will start off with the materials, tools and essential techniques you’ll need. The projects begin with easy makes, and then move on to intermediate and advanced items. We then progress to creating your own designs, by adapting some of the styles and techniques from the earlier projects. You’ll learn how you can take the basics from a project and make the design your own.


The best way to begin is to get an overall feel of the book by looking through the essential techniques and then seeing how these are applied in the projects. Use the first four beginner projects to get used to your tools and practise essential techniques, including cutting, pattern making, saddle stitching, strap cutting, burnishing and edge finishing.



Working on the Projects


All the projects in this book, with the exception of the Belt, start with pattern making. A detailed pattern is provided at the beginning of each project and it denotes the exact lengths, widths, prick marks, holes and skive edges that you will need to make. All measurements are given in both metric and imperial. Always use one system or the other; do not mix them.


When cutting the leather, lay out the leather in full, with the grain (finished) side up, across a flat surface with a cutting mat underneath. Always cut on the grain side (unless specified) so that you can see where the best parts of the surface are and arrange the pattern pieces on top. For example, the front pieces of a bag should be placed on the best part of the hide, while the base would benefit from being cut from the centre of the hide where the leather is strongest and least stretchy.


Unless advised otherwise in the instructions, all the leather pieces must be prepared before assembly, which means that holes must be punched, skive edges skived, and notches and prick marks made with the awl. All markings should be made on the grain side unless specified.


For the projects in this book, we will work with a pricking chisel to hammer down the stitch holes in preparation for saddle stitching, rather than a pricking iron which would require you to pierce each mark with an awl to make the holes before stitching. Always use the same size chisel throughout a project unless specified. This is to ensure that when two pieces of leather come together for stitching, the holes will align.


The seam allowances in the projects have been set to 5 mm (¼ in). When instructed to score a stitch line, set the compass to this width. Only a few projects have used a smaller seam allowance, but this is clearly indicated. This also applies to skiving: most skived edges are made 1 cm (⅜ in) from the edge, unless otherwise indicated in the project’s instructions.


With this in mind, go forth and enjoy!
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Getting Started



Materials


Leather is one of the oldest and most versatile materials in the world. Humans have used and adapted leather throughout history, from our cave-dwelling ancestors who may have draped a raw hide over a shoulder, to treating it to gain softness and pliability, or making it hard and impenetrable for armour.


Often called “hides” or “skins”, leathers are derived directly from the meat industry, so their supply, costs and geography are all dependent on our eating habits. Once the meat is extracted, the skins are salted and shipped to tanneries. There are four stages to tanning: beamhouse, tanning, re-tanning and finishing.


At the beamhouse, the raw hide is soaked in vats or drums of lime to remove the fats and hairs from it. The hide is then stretched out and checked for excess fats that are “fleshed”, or scraped off, with a blunt, moon-shaped blade.


The hide is then tanned in a vat of vegetable matter such as tree barks, leaves or mimosa. This method of vegetable tanning is considered one of the most natural ways of tanning. However, over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, other processes such as chrome tanning have been introduced. Chrome tanning is a more efficient, albeit highly polluting, way of tanning.


You can quite clearly discern the difference between vegetable-tanned and chrome-tanned hides, if not by their look and feel, most surely by their price. Chrome-tanned hides are usually softer and often have minimal surface texture. Vegetable-tanned leathers are considered more beautiful, as they maintain a lot of the natural surface grain and can be burnished to attain a glazed finished edge – hence vegetable-tanned leather commands a higher price.


Oils are then reintroduced into the leather to bring softness. This is done by adding “fat liqueur”. The leather is then re-tanned, where dyes or pigments are added or surface textures embossed. The leather is stretched out to dry, uneven thicknesses are shaved off to achieve uniformity, and rough edges are removed.


In the finishing stage, a top coating is sprayed on to fix dyes. Coatings can make the leather glossy or matte, or special effects can be used – for example, to achieve an antique, worn look – before the leather is sent off to the leather merchant.



Different Types of Leather and Their Uses


If you are just starting off with leatherwork, the best way to decide on the right type of leather for your project is to get to know the terminology and where the different types of leather come from.


Basic Terminology


Hide


Refers to leather from larger animals, usually bovine, which includes cows and buffaloes. These are the most common hides and are often used for bags, accessories and furnishings.


Skins


These are leathers from smaller animals such as sheep and goats. Skins are most often used for clothing, as they tend to be soft and pliable.


Exotics


These command a very high price and come from animals such as crocodiles, alligators, ostriches and pythons. Most of these fall under the endangered list of almost 6,000 species that are protected by the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). Skins purchased under this convention must be issued with a CITES certificate to prove that they follow its process from capture to the end consumer. Heavy fines are imposed if found without the certificate and the items will be confiscated.


Butt, shoulder and belly


A piece of leather is normally divided into these three parts. The butt is the strongest part, with tight fibres. The shoulder has more uneven and loose fibres and is recognizable by the stretch marks created by the animal moving its head. The most fibrous and stretchy part is the belly.


Grain side


This refers to the finished top side of the leather.


Splits


These are leathers that have been cut horizontally from the hide. They are the corium layers of the hide, where the fibres are more loose and uneven but can be engineered to create more density. These types of leathers are the cheaper range in the market. This term also describes the action of thinning down the hide. Small pieces can be hand split, and bigger pieces are often split on large machines with a sharp horizontal blade.



Types of Hide


Bovine hides are the main type of leather we will use for the projects. The thickness of the hide is approximately 5 cm (2 in) and from this thickness it is split to create different types of leather.


Cross-Section of a Hide
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Grain


In this section you would find leathers such as nubuck, napa, top grain or oily pull-up. These leathers are split from the top of the hide and the fibres are dense and strong. Top grain, oily pull-ups and napa are finished on the top side, while nubuck is further sanded down on the grain side to create its velvety feel. A full grain hide is a piece of leather that contains the entirety of the top-grain section. These types of leather are best used for bags, accessories, shoes and some upholstery.


Corium


The fibres of the corium layer are much more sparse. Suede is split on large machines with a horizontal blade and then sanded down on the flesh side. Suede is normally used for linings of bags or clothing, as it is not as hard wearing as grain hides. The remaining parts of the corium layers are shaved down to create artificial, engineered leather or PU split, finished with a coating of laminate or pigments. These will not wear over time like grain hide and will maintain the laminate appearance. These types of leather are considered of lesser value and are great for initial prototyping.






Tools


While the most costly aspect of leathercraft is the leather itself, it is not too expensive to set up for your first project. A beginner’s set of eight tools will cost no more than an entry-level sewing machine would, and a knife, cutting mat, metal ruler, awl, pricking chisel, hammer, harness needles and waxed thread will be sufficient to get you started. With most of these fitting into a pencil case, you can work on a kitchen table, a desk, on wooden floors, or even travel with them as I have done. Essentially, this is how I started. However, as I got more into leatherwork, my toolkit began to grow and I now have a studio full of equipment.


There is a vast selection of tools that you can invest in, and it can become rather overwhelming with so many tools that seemingly do the same thing. As you master the craft, you’ll get to know their different uses. For now, what I have included in the lists below would be sufficient for someone working through all the projects in this book.





For pattern making you will need:





1.   Pattern paper or 250 gsm manilla card (100 lb cardstock)


2.   Awl – a small pointed tool used to scratch, mark or make holes.


3.   Utility knife or scalpel.


4.   Bone folder – a dull-edged tool that helps to make creases or folds.


5.   Sharp pencil


6.   Metal ruler


7.   Cutting mat
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For cutting you will need:





1.   Granite/marble block – a smooth surface used when skiving.


2.   Sharpening stone – used to sharpen the paring knife.


3.   Paring knife – designed specifically to remove thickness from edges of leather.


4.   Strap end punches – round, dome- or triangular-shaped tools used to efficiently hammer out these shapes at the ends of straps.


5.   Corner punches – curved tools that allow you to punch out fixed-shape rounded corners.


6.   Clicking knife or scalpel – with removable blades that can be replaced when blunt.


7.   Thickness gauge – used to measure the thickness of leather.


8.   Strap cutter – a wooden instrument with adjustable widths that enables you to cut straps by aligning it against a straight cut edge.
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For punching holes and setting rivets you will need:





1.   Hammering block – a pad to hammer on that absorbs sound and vibration.


2.   Crew punches – oval-shaped hole punches often used to cut slots for buckles.


3.   Wooden/rawhide mallet – a hammering tool with a wooden or rawhide head that absorbs sound and vibration when hit against metal hole punches and chisels.


4.   Hole punch set – the varying sizes enable you to punch holes through paper and leather.


5.   Rivet setter – a toolset that comprises a metal base with varying sizes of rounded grooves and a setter. It is used to tighten rivets.


6.   Pippin punch – used to create keyholes for Sam Browne stud fastenings.
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For pricking and stitching you will need:





1.   Stitch pony or stitching clamp – a wooden clamp to hold the leather in place while stitching.


2.   Ready-waxed polyester threads


3.   Linen thread and beeswax – linen threads must be waxed with beeswax before use.


4.   Pricking chisel – allows you to punch straight through the leather, for a much easier stitching process. The sizing is normally denoted by the stitch length.


5.   Pricking iron – after hammering the pricking iron down lightly to create the marks, an awl is used to turn each mark into a hole prior to stitching.


6.   Divider – a compass with two pointed ends. Used to score stitch lines before stitch holes are made.


7.   Harness needles – blunt needles for stitching leather.


8.   Silver pen – a pen with silver ink that rubs off leather. It is best to test on small scraps first.


9.   Scissors – for cutting thread.
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For finishing you will need:





1.   Gum tragacanth – a type of resin used for burnishing leather edges to create a smooth, glazed finish.


2.   Sandpaper (600–1000 grit) – used to remove loose fibres and create smooth edges.


3.   Awl – to apply edge paint.


4.   Leather-palm glove – a thick suede glove used to burnish strap edges efficiently.


5.   Polish – such as mink oil paste, leathercare – used to polish the grain side of leather.


6.   Small brush – to apply gum tragacanth.


7.   Edge paint – such as acrylic dyes.


8.   Cotton cloth – this can be used as a replacement for the burnisher.


9.   Beveller – a tool with a small blade that takes off a sliver of leather from edges to create a rounded edge.


10. Burnisher – a rounded wooden tool used to rub leather edges to burnish them.
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For sticking leather pieces together you will need:





1.   Palm hammer (with a rounded top) – used to hammer down folds.


2.   Roller – a heavy metal roller with a wooden handle to make creases, roll seams open or press down glued pieces.


3.   Plastic paddle – for applying glue. A brush can be used as a replacement for the plastic paddle.


4.   Neoprene glue – a highly toxic adhesive. If you use this, make sure you’re in a well-ventilated space and wear latex gloves.


5.   Water-based or latex glue – a less toxic adhesive than neoprene glue.
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You will also need some basic hardware:





1.   Screw-in rivet – has a rounded cap and is attached by screwing the top piece to the stem.


2.   Rivet – a rounded cap fastener.


3.   Sam Browne stud – a type of closure in the shape of a bulb that comes in various sizes.


4.   Magnets


5.   Swivel hook – a hook that is often used for the ends of straps to enable you to detach the straps from the D-ring on the bag.


6.   Leather cord


7.   D-ring – often used to attach straps to a bag.


8.   Slider – a rectagular or oval-shaped piece of hardware with a bar in the centre. Used for adjustable straps.


9.   D-ring with detachable bar.


10. Turn lock – a type of closure.


11. Buckle – an adjustable fastening often used for belts.
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Workshop


There are a few basic guidelines that will make your space more work friendly, and hopefully save you from backache.


If your space allows, a bench top measuring a minimum of 1.5 × 1.5 m (5 × 5 ft) at waist height with a 5-mm (¼-in) thick cutting board on top is best. Most vegetable-tanned hides come in a quarter size that will sit nicely on top of the table. Most of the cutting and hole punch work will be done standing up as you will achieve better accuracy when you hover over the work, so waist height is ideal.


To prevent creasing, all leather should be rolled and never folded for storage. A great place to put your material is under the table, away from sunlight to prevent discolouration. Always roll leather on the grain side and place light and dark colours separately, as darker colours can smudge onto lighter ones, especially on naturally tanned hides.


Tools should be separated based on their function and to allow easy access. Dyes and adhesives should also be placed away from sunlight to preserve their quality.
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