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Foreword 

By Karen Ancona, Editor CNA magazine 

In this book you will have the pleasure of learning from expert fiber artist, teacher, author, and designer Linda McGehee. I have personally been in awe of Linda’s talents for over a decade. She is one of those exceptional women who can create something useful and beautiful from a length of fabric, a hank of threads, and a bit of hardware.

Linda’s talents go beyond making handbags and totes. But in the tome you currently hold in your hands, she concentrates on carryalls that are a part of the fashion world for women, children, and even men.

I have been visiting with Linda for years at trade shows that we both attend. The clothing she makes (and wears) stand as encouragement for everyone who ever wants to own or give something original and wonderful.  Totally fascinated by one vest she wore with a matching handbag, I inquired, “Where did you find this lovely fabric?” She made it!

Linda lives the world of creative designer, always chic, always on the edge of something new. Linda has incorporated years of studying style and techniques into this book. Her explanations walk you through each style so that your end results will truly be as beautiful and as useful as what is shown in the lovely photographs. She encourages you to experiment with decoration, yet never leaves you without direction. Her purpose is to instruct, never to limit your own creativity.

Once you read this complete book, you’ll never again search for that perfect bag or tote. You’ll always know you can make your own — better, more suitable for your needs and that special outfit, than anything you can purchase ready-made. And after your first project, you’ll agree that making a carryall is as easy as one, two, three. The only question you’ll have is, “Now why haven’t I been doing this for years?”



As a young girl, I was fascinated when I dressed up in my mother’s clothes. My sister and I spent many pleasurable hours mixing and matching garments to create the perfect fashionable outfit. Shoes, of course, were oversize heels. Plastic pop beads became the most exquisite jewelry. The handbag always completed the ensemble.

Some of my first leather projects were handbags. In the ’60s, with scraps of suede, I laced the pieces together to make them large enough to create a bag. One navy leather bag, I recall, made an excellent fashion statement. Another, with various shades of brown, would pass for a very nice hippie bag.

As time passed, I began to work with Ultrasuede, making garments for others. Having the experience of working with real leather, I was comfortable using the new fabric. My heart skipped a beat the day I decided to buy some for myself and I discovered the cost.

From that day forward, I saved every morsel of ultrasuede, knowing that it would have a use some time, some place. If my customer didn’t want the leftovers, I would find a use for them. I don’t think I have ever intentionally thrown away a scrap of Ultrasuede.

When I began teaching classes on Ultrasuede, my students wanted something to make from the larger leftover pieces. At this point I became more involved with bags. Cosmetic bags with zippers were lots of fun to make. The basic construction was simple, taking very little time to assemble. The size of the leftovers determined the decorative design. Although the project was small, it allowed me the creativity I enjoyed.

With time, I discovered the metal hardware used in ready-made handbags and found I could duplicate expensive ready-made handbags. It was then that my business turned to handbag patterns, frames, chains, magnetic snaps, feet, and hardware used to make bags. My palette, the handbag, gave me lots of creative freedom. I could fulfill my desire to design and sew, yet I didn’t have to fit a body.

As you begin in this wonderful world of bag  making, you will discover that constructing handbags requires some basic guidelines. Once you discover how easy it is to make them, there are endless possibilities. Create a bag for every season and social event. Make it basic or add creative manipulation of fabrics and decorations. The many extra touches to personalize a bag are endless. Consider a hidden pocket, strap variety, add a touch of handwork, and the list goes on.
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My sister, Patricia and I spent many pleasurable hours mixing and matching garments to create the perfect fashionable outfit. That’s me, the blonde on the right! 



You will have leftovers from garment construction, piecing, heirloom, or whatever. Use these leftovers to complete an ensemble in a creative way to show your individual personal touch. You can duplicate an expensive ready-made handbag at a fraction of the cost. Handbags are really simple to make and they can be such fun. The best part is you don’t have to worry about fitting.

Over the years I have received many compliments on my bags. For some reason, others think you are so special when you can make a handbag. Maybe it is the hardware that looks so difficult, but really isn’t. It is no different than sliding in a curtain rod. Perhaps the different shapes appear complex. For whatever reason you receive compliments, accept them with pride and make another bag. Bags are quite easy to make and they are a source of wonderful self esteem. May you have as much fun designing and creating handbags as I have.
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CHAPTER 
        1
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A Little History 

The lady’s handbag is the counterpart of the man’s pocket. It has gradually become an indispensable part of the female wardrobe. The material, shape, and size of the bag is dictated by frequent changes in fashion. Leading into another millennium, it is to be expected that the handbag will be called upon to meet a variety of new uses. Won’t you need a practical handbag to securely carry the developing items of our technology?
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As in any venture,  there are many tips and  tricks that make stitching  more efficient. Throughout the book, these hints of special interest are designated with this symbol to emphasize information, help speed sewing time, and guide you to professional results.





To give you a brief history of bags and names that were used in the beginning, here is an excerpt from The Pictorial Encyclopedia of Fashion (by Ludmila Kybalova, Olga Herbenova, Milena Lamarova, published in 1968 by Crown Publishers, Inc., New York).



Accessories are the innumerable unimportant and seemingly trivial features of fashion, which yet, taken together, indicate a style of clothing as much as the actual silhouette or colour. It is in this very toying with trifles that fashion expresses her insatiable desire for novelty. All through history we come across many a commodity which, though taken for granted today, once ranked among the most highly prized and highly priced adjuncts of fashion — the things ‘one simply must have, my dear!’ A history of accessories can therefore never hope to be exhaustive — the field is too wide. Every epoch created its own particular toys. From the 12th to the 17th century, for example, hand and pocket-mirrors were a favourite female adornment; they were worn on a gold chain around the neck, hung at the girdle, used as the centre of fans, framed in the tortoiseshell, ivory, or silvergilt, or combined with miniatures or etchings. The inexhaustible fund of ideas which we admire in the modern fashion industry was limited in those days to  the medium of the craftsman’s workshop. It is not until plate glass was invented and large wall-mirrors appeared that little mirrors were outmoded. An exhaustive history of accessories would have to include the vinaigrette, the pomander, the innumerable little caskets and phials, the toothpicks and the watches which all played their part in the image of a period.



DICTIONARY OF BAGS 

Aumonière: From the French, 14th and 15th centuries. Worn by both men and women this leather coin bag was tied to the belt and was a forerunner of the pouch. It was later to be put to a variety of uses. It was an important and extravagant part of Burgundian court dress. Charlotte of Savoy, who died in 1483, left 23 elegant purses of white and red leather, velvet and satin.

Bandolier: An American Indian shoulder bag, usually a pouch made from buckskin and embroidered with beads. They were carried by women of the Great Plains Indian tribes, who kept combs, herbal cosmetics, and sewing things — for quick mends of the family’s clothes — in them.

Backpack: A kind of knapsack, often attached to a lightweight frame, worn by campers or hikers. In the ’90s, this common style handbag was used by kids for schoolbooks, as well as general carryalls for business or play. Often made of leather, denim, canvas, or tapestry, the style evenly distributed the weight over the back rather than one shoulder.

Belt: During the late Middle Ages a belt was worn to relieve the shoulders of the weight of the garment. A great deal of equipment could be attached to this belt: weapons, knives, pouches, and even bells. A purse hung from the belt was known as the aumonière.

Böurse: The French name for a purse or pochette used to carry cosmetics. The name also applied to the bag in which the hair was worn (circa 1730).

Carpetbag: An old fashioned traveler’s bag made of carpet originating in the 19th century.

Handbag: A lady’s handbag is the counterpart of the man’s pocket. It is a small container for money, toilet articles, keys, etc. carried with or without a strap; a purse; a small case or satchel for use in traveling.

Kit: A soldier’s equipment, exclusive of arms, now called a pack. Personal equipment, especially  packed for travel or some particular activity or sport. Compact assembly of utensils in a container especially made to carry them. Basic sewing kit. I remember my father saying, “the whole kit and caboodle” but it never dawned on me what a kit was. Or what about the song: “Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag and smile, smile, smile.”

Minaudière: A metal handbag for evening. Art Deco motifs with inlaid copper, brass, and German silver are lovely; others have gold-plated designs such as butterflies and are carried by woven gold chains. Garnet, lapis, carnelian, jade, onyx, rose quartz, and rhinestones are all used lavishly. Some are so beautiful they could be sculptures.

Miser Purse: A tubular, double-ended purse often netted or knitted, used by men and worn twisted through the belt.

Pocket: A fabric swatch sewed into clothing for carrying money and other small articles. Women’s pockets in the 18th century consisted of a bag tied around the waist under the hoop. Since pockets were concealed until the early 20th century, there was a slit or opening in the dress to retrieve the pocket.

Pocketbook: A case or folder, usually of leather, divided into compartments, and suitable for carrying money, papers, and other personal effects. A small purse or handbag.

Pompadour: A drawstring bag of woven material usually velvet or lace used in the 18th century and named after Marquise de Pompadour, mistress of Louis XV.

Purse: A small bag, pouch, or case in which money is carried.

Reticule or Ridicule: A drawstring bag made of woven material on a long cord fashionable during the French Revolution. Well-to-do Victorian ladies had elaborate reticules to hold their
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