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    Upcycling 101

    What is Upcycling?

    Upcycling is taking something of little or no value and making it into something of more value without negatively impacting the environment. It is a way to make good use of limited resources, save the energy costs and climate impact of recycling, and stretch your creativity. Upcycling old clothing is not just creating art, it is designing and producing actual wearable clothing as well. It is a way for the artist to express inner creativity in a practical, yet whimsical way.

  

  
    Why Go Green?

    Do you know how much clothing goes to the landfill every year? According to the EPA, eighty-five percent of unwanted clothing is discarded and accounts for more than four percent of municipal solid waste volume. The EPA Office of Solid Waste reports that Americans throw away more than sixty-eight pounds of clothing and textiles per person per year. In 2005 the volume of discarded clothing in the United States was eight million tons. It has continued to increase since then.

  

  So stop throwing it away! Extend the life of out-ofstyle, ill-fitting clothes by refashioning them. Give your old clothes a second chance and keep them out of the landfill by redesigning them into something more practical, stylish, and usable.

  
    Make Something from Nothing

    You’ll spend less and leave a smaller carbon footprint by making something of greater value out of something you either already own or can buy at the thrift store for next to nothing. Six or eight worn T-shirts cut and sewn together make a smashing new This & That Skirt (see page 34) with very little effort. A sack of lining fabric from the ’50s can have a new life as an Ombre Skirt (page 73) guaranteed to turn heads. Just because the moths have feasted on a sweater doesn’t mean it can’t have a new life as a practical skirt, vest, or jumper (like Our Lady Upcycles, page 16). Upcycling what you already have makes more room in your budget.

  

  
    Incorporate Family Memories
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    Upcycling allows you to incorporate bits and bobs of family heritage as tangible symbols of traditions and memories in a project. From a button off of great-grandfather’s World War II uniform to pockets made from daddy’s silk graduation tie or a piece of lace from mommy’s wedding dress, it is so satisfying to tuck a family memento into an upcycled work of art.

  

  
    Wabi Sabi

    Wabi Sabi is a Japanese aesthetic that embraces the nature of the impermanent, of imperfection and the transient. It honors finding beauty in nature, and accepting that there is a natural progression of growth, decay and death. Wabi Sabi embraces that which is aged, worn, and shows the wages of time and wear. Wabi Sabi would be shopping at thrift stores and flea markets, not the shopping mall. Keep this concept in mind as you work on these upcycling projects. None will be perfect and none will last forever. Things you upcycle won’t be perfectly symmetrical, they won’t be permanent, they won’t be costly. They will be ingenious, stylish, and give great personal satisfaction.

  

  
    Basic Materials and Equipment

    Best Sources for Upcycling Fodder

    First of all, you need old or unwanted clothes to work with: old sweaters, dresses, suit coats, dress shirts, and so on. You’ll also want a stock of table linens, handkerchiefs, dresser scarves, pillowcases, and other old fabric items, both to use in the projects in Chapters 7 and 8 and as sources for gorgeous old embroidery, lace trims, and fabric scraps for linings. Almost any cast-off item can be used in some way!
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    Your family’s closets are the first best source for items to upcycle. Of course, giving unwanted or outgrown clothing to a friend or charity thrift store is another way to clear out your closet. But many items aren’t suitable for this use. Set aside items that are:

  

  
    • stained

    • too worn

    • torn or moth-eaten

    • too warm or too cool for your climate

    • seriously outdated

  

  Such items will bring no value to the resale shop, and would likely just end up in the landfill anyway. But you can give them new value by making something new out of them.

  After you raid your own and your family’s and friends’ closets for unwanted items, try the following sources for more upcycling fodder:

  
    • thrift stores

    • clothing exchanges

    • resale/consignment shops

    • lost and found departments

    • yard sales, estate sales, tag sales, and garage sales

  

  You’ll find cheap materials to craft with as well as reduce the amount of solid waste going to landfills.

  
    Preparing the Fabrics for Production

    Always wash your found clothing and household linens before you upcycle them. Sometimes an item is so old and so fragile that it disintegrates as you wash it. While this is heartbreaking, it is better to know it can’t be used before you have invested time and energy in transforming it into something new.

  

  Exceptions to the wash-first rule might be centuriesold textiles or fabrics that you can see are already shredding without touching the water. These fabrics aren’t a good choice for projects that will be worn regularly, but if you are making an item that will be used on one occasion—such as a christening dress, first communion dress, or flower girl dress—and then saved as an heirloom, working a piece of fragile antique textile into the project works great.

  Wash cottons and linens by hand. Presoak them in a chlorine-free stain remover to get rid of as many stains as possible.

  To felt wool sweaters, machine-wash them in color groups and dry them in the dryer. If you have just one sweater to felt, you can boil it in a big pot on the stove, stirring frequently and vigorously until it is felted as much as you want it. Store the felted sweaters by colors in big plastic tubs or self-closing bags.

  If you like, you can dye your sweaters and fabrics to get custom colors; this is a separate art in itself. I recommend you start your dyeing experiments on smaller projects, trying different methods. Take a class or study online tutorials to learn more about dyeing fabric.

  
    Basic Equipment

    A sewing machine, nothing fancy, is necessary for this upcycling adventure. There are parts of the projects you can do by hand-sewing, but a sewing machine will serve you well for long seams. You will also need pins, thread, safety pins, an iron and ironing board, scissors, and a rotary cutter and mat for many of the projects.

  

  
    Notions

    Elastic

    You can always use more elastic, in any width. Never pass it by if the price is right. You can also scavenge it from clothes you’re upcycling: cut the elastic off worn-out or outgrown pants, skirts, and undies that still have good elastic waistbands.
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    Never pass up a packet or two of seam binding or seam tape at a good price at a tag sale. (If it is in its original packaging and the price says fifteen cents, you have scored some fine vintage seam binding!) There are a million ways to use seam tape. Use it like ribbon or for contrasting trim. Loop the tape and tack it every few inches around a hemline to make a lovely loopy edge trim on a jacket. Rip the tape in half lengthwise to make imperfect, frayed ribbons for trimming (as seen in Degas’s Little Dancer, page 65). Use stretch lace seam tape anywhere you would use a ribbon. Because of its delicate look, it is perfect to use with other more solid ribbons, as on Silver Linings. Single-fold and double-fold bias trim comes in many colors and widths. It can be used to bind the raw edge of just about any fabric. Be sure to factor in the weight of the fabric when using a binding.

  

  
    Buttons
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    A recycler can never have too many buttons. They are so versatile. They can be used to embellish a bodice or cover a moth hole. Use them as monster eyes, skeleton teeth, centers of flowers—the sky’s the limit! Sort out the shank-back buttons from the flat buttons with holes. Shank-back buttons also make great jewelry. Then sort the buttons by colors and store them in one of those fish tackle storage boxes.

  

  
    Rickrack

    While rickrack is still being produced today, there is nothing so colorful as the vintage rickrack from back in the day. It is guaranteed to show up at estate, tag, and yard sales. Take it home and use it up! What could be prettier than a little edge of colorful rickrack peeping out past a hemline or the edge of a bodice (seen on Bow Peep, page 97). Don’t scrimp on the rickrack.

  

  
    Ribbons
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    Can an upcycler have too many ribbons? Impossible. Save the ribbons or cloth tape from every single package you ever receive and store them in plastic bags by color. When working on a purple project, pull out your purple ribbon stash and keep it handy. Use it for bows, for straps, for belts, or for flowers. The greater the variety of textures and shades you add to a project, the more it comes to life. Don’t even think of putting a piece of ribbon in the trash—upcycle it!

  

  
    Tulle
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    Rolls of tulle are a staple for upcycling clothes for little girls. Collect them in all colors, especially when you find them for fifty percent off or at a garage sale. A tulle flounce can lengthen something too short or jazz up something too mundane. Check the remnant rack for remnants of tulle in colors you love. Often a little snippet of tulle can be the perfect embellishment for a little girl’s dream dress.

  

  
    Vintage Notions
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    Never pass a garage or yard sale without checking for sewing notions. Be a vintage notions scavenger. Every household has them and few shoppers need more. Bias tape, lace hem tape, rickrack, zippers—they can all make splendid embellishments for a green project. Use it up. Enjoy it. Don’t hoard it!

  

  
    Making Embellishments

    The projects in this book use many different cloth flowers and other trimmings. Here are directions for making some favorites—but there are many possibilities. Look online for more tutorials and inspiration for other creative embellishments.

  

  
    Fabric Roses
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    You can make a rose from just about any fabric. Learning to make them gives the recycler a great sense of empowerment. To make them you need:

  

  

  
    • Circle of fabric, felt, or tulle for the backing, 2 in. (5 cm) in diameter

    • A strip of fabric, 1 to 1½ in. (2.5 to 3.8 cm) wide and 12 to 14 in. (30.4 to 35.6 cm) long
  

  Fold your strip of fabric in half or thirds. Place the end in the center of the base circle and begin wrapping and folding the strip around the circle, sewing it down as you go. Stitch down about ¾ in. (1.9 cm) of the strip, then fold the strip and stitch another 1 to 1½ in. (2.5 to 3.8 cm). Continue stitching and folding until you have a rose that pleases you. The sizes of materials given here will yield a rose about 2 in. (5 cm) in diameter; to make a bigger rose, start with a larger circle and a longer and wider strip of fabric.

  These flowers are used on the Ivory Wood Sprite sash and tiara (page 76).

  
    Round Silky Flowers
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    These flowers are easy to make. You will need:

  

  
    • Silky synthetic fabric

    • A pearl button

    • A candle and matches

    • Tweezers

  

  Start by cutting an odd number of circles in descending sizes from your fabric. For example, for a three-petal flower, you could cut a 2½ in. (6.4 cm) circle, a 2 in. (5 cm) circle, and a 1½ in. (3.8 cm) circle.

  Light the candle and use it to alter the petals. Using tweezers, hold a petal wrong side up and heat the top side over the flame. Be careful not to start a fire or burn yourself! The heat will curl the edges of the flower. For a shabbier look, you can actually singe the edges.

  Once the petals are all heat curled or singed, stack them in size order and sew them together by stitching the button to the center of the stack, going through all layers of fabric.

  You can make these flowers in any size. Make them as dense as you want by adding more petals in the stack; just make sure each petal is a different size from the next.
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