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Introduction

WHY PATTERNMAKING?
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PICTURE THIS: You’re out shopping, maybe at your favorite vintage shop, maybe at a fancy designer boutique, and you see something familiar. Hmm. Where have you seen that dress before, you wonder. In a magazine? A movie? Oh wait, you remember! You’ve seen it in your dreams!



You try it on, and for a moment, you are enraptured: Life is complete! You will forevermore be the one envied at every party for what you are wearing. But then you do a reality check. The color, now that you are thinking clearly, doesn’t suit you at all. The fabric is a little more synthetic than you’d like. The waist is actually too small, and wouldn’t it be way dreamier with a wider, kimono-esque sleeve? And a different neckline? Not to mention longer, with more flare at the hemline, and some shirring at the bust? And again, you realize, this scenario is all too familiar: You know exactly what you want, and you’ve got the sewing skills to pull it off, if only there weren’t that one, teensy-weensy recurring problem: the pattern. Even the best seamstress needs one, but a pattern for the vision in your head just plain does not exist. Yet.

It’s no secret that sewing is the new hot craft—more people are—sewing now than ever before. Sooner or later, most stitchers want to tackle more advanced projects, namely clothing. This is where the trouble sets in. The problem isn’t in the sewing, but in the pattern. Unfortunately, finding the perfect pattern for what you want to make can be anywhere from difficult to impossible. The sewing pattern industry, with a few noteworthy exceptions, doesn’t seem to be quite in sync with the surge in modern sewers—sewers who want to make clothes that look like what they might buy at their favorite retailers. The new generation of indie seamstresses is watching Project Runway, reading ReadyMade and Selvedge, and shopping at small boutiques selling one-offs by local designers. You know what you want to wear but can’t always find it on a rack. You know how to sew but don’t see patterns that resemble what you want to make. You do want to make a unique look based on your own personal taste, influences, and body type. And you need the freedom to create patterns as your taste evolves over time. What’s an intrepid stitcher to do?

Well, the obvious answer is to learn how to make your own sewing patterns! Patternmaking is an age-old art form, which, at its core, is extremely simple. The clothing we currently wear tends to be relatively simple from a patternmaker’s point of view. We don’t wear finely tailored suits or dresses with princess seams, darts, and gussets. We wear simple knit tops, skirts, loose dresses, basic woven shirts, and pants. Their style tends to come from details, as opposed to dramatic or complicated cut and construction. Thus, it’s quite possible to teach today’s sewers how to make their own patterns. And this book does just that in a fun, concise volume for the modern girl.

There are other reasons, besides the lack of selection, to learn how to make patterns. For example, three little letters: F-I-T. Fit can make or break a look. Whether shopping for clothing or patterns, finding ones that fit is frequently a struggle. This is because clothing manufacturers can’t possibly make clothes to fit every conceivable body height, width, shape, and every combination of those factors. So they aim for the middle ground and hope for the best. Commercial sewing patterns have the same problem, though they do offer the possibility of simple adjustments, like altering length or combining two sizes in different areas to approximate your body. But only building a pattern from scratch, around your own personal set of numbers, can ultimately result in a garment that fits like it was made for you. Because it was!

A final reason to make your own patterns is your own unique personal taste and style. It’s pretty challenging to develop a completely original look if you’re limited to what you can find at the local mall. Vintage is an option, but good luck finding just the “right” piece that also happens to a) be in decent condition, b) be affordable, and c) oh yeah, fit you! Independent designers can be a fantastic resource if you can find one who answers to the same muse you do, and if you can afford their wares. But if you long to stand out from the crowd in a way that you’ve never seen expressed before, it could be quite a wait before you see your dreams hanging on any rack. As a designer myself, I relate to this scenario more than any other, and you have my sincere sympathies. But before we cue the music for our pity party, I’ve got some news for you: The wait is over. You can actually make the clothes you see in your head—you’ve just got some learning to do. But it’s going to be fun, I promise!

In this book we are going to take the problem of sewing patterns into our own hands. I have organized it like a course in pattern-making, so you’ll learn basic principles first, and then build on them in successive projects. You will get the most out of this book if you tackle the projects in order, but if you decide (as we’re all inclined) to skip around, just be aware that you may occasionally need to backtrack a bit for certain projects. But whether you choose the straight path or the meandering one, it’s going to be a wonderful journey! We’ll discuss the tools used in patternmaking and the importance of selecting the right fabric for every garment. You’ll learn how to take your own unique set of measurements, all of which add up to a map of your body, which is not the same as anyone else’s. You will learn how to use those measurements to draft basic patterns for an A-line skirt, a T-shirt, a button-down shirt, pants, and a dress. With simple add-ons like pockets, trims, or ruffles, these five patterns alone could build an entire wardrobe and keep your sewing machine humming for years, but they’re merely the beginning! Following each “basic” pattern lesson, you will find two variation projects, in which you’ll alter a copy of the basic pattern to create more detailed versions. Once you’ve got these drafting skills down, I’ll show you some of the methods for manipulating the foundation patterns even more to fulfill your inner designer’s vision. We’ll add stylized seams, flare, gathering, pleats and tucks, pockets, collars—just about anything you can dream up. Can you believe it? Let’s get going!
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Part 1

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
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PREPARING TO MAKE THE PATTERNS

Before we get started, I want to take a moment to give you an overview of the basic process of patternmaking. It probably still seems very mysterious at this point! In reality, though, it’s a very practical art, as you will soon see. You’ll begin by dreaming up some fantastical garment in your head that you would like to bring into this dimension. It’s important to really clarify your vision, as you may never have realized before just how many parts, or design elements, there are in every garment. Even the simplest T-shirt has a neckline shape (scoop, V-neck, polo), neck edge finish (band, binding, facing), sleeve shape (straight, bell, wide), cuff finish (binding, cuff, turned back), hemline (straight, shirttail, slits), armhole (standard, raglan, dolman), fit (shrunken or oversized), length (cropped, tunic) and silhouette (A-line, fit-and-flare, boxy), not to mention fabric and color choices. Every one of these design elements was a choice made by someone.


Note: As a kindness to you, the reader, sewing and patternmaking terms set in boldface throughout this book are defined in the Glossary.

In all cases I’ve used English, or Imperial, measurements throughout these patterns (that is, inches, feet, yards, etc.). For those who prefer metric measurements, a table of conversion ratios is included.

Also, you can download PDFs of step-by-step diagrams for patterns by going to http://rhlink.com/diycmain.



At first, you should definitely keep it simple while you’re absorbing the new concepts. As you progress, you’ll be able to get more fancy. Remember, my goal for this beginner book is to teach you how to make simple, modern clothes, not elaborate gowns or costumes. If you take a look in your closet, you’ll see that most of the clothes you wear are versions of the same basic styles; the variation is mainly in the details. So, choose a design, and make a quick sketch of it. OK, a lot of you are probably freaking out about now because you think you can’t draw, but remain calm. The sketch doesn’t have to be a work of art; it just needs to be specific. I know you can fake it well enough to show the difference between a high round neck and a low V. You can even use the sketch template uFnder your paper as a guide. Just do it! No one but you ever has to see the sketch, but it will help you visualize what you’re going for.

Now you can measure your body (or the body of whomever you’re designing for) in the areas that the garment will cover, usually either the top or bottom half. With these measurements, you can begin plotting the pattern on paper. You’ll draft the shape using a combination of actual body measurements and design choices. Sometimes you will have to guess, or hold the tape measure up to yourself in front of a mirror to help you visualize how the measurements relate to your body. It takes a bit of experience to be able to translate the curves and contours of your 3-D self onto a 2-D piece of paper, but trust me, it’ll come!
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Once you feel that your pattern is correct, or at least the best educated guess you can manage, you will cut out a first sample, which is commonly referred to as a muslin. This will be the first “test” of your pattern. It is extremely important that the fabric you use for any muslin (which may or may not be the fabric that is actually called muslin) behaves like the fabric you intend to use for the final garment. Always use a woven fabric for the muslin of a woven garment, and likewise use a knit muslin substitute for a knit garment. Only the seams of the muslin are basted; details like pockets and edge finishes are usually skipped, though certain elements (like collars and cuffs) may be included so that you can see how they look. The muslin is then tried on by the model, and fit and styling adjustments are made. Then the muslin can be taken apart and the corrections transferred onto the paper pattern piece. If necessary, a second (third, fourth …) muslin may be sewn, incorporating the corrections, and the process repeated until the pattern can be called “final.” At this point, the pattern can be used as it is, or copied onto a harder cardboard to withstand repeated use. Instead of being held down with pins, hard patterns are held down with weights and traced with tailor’s chalk or wax onto the fabric. Then the pattern is removed and the pieces are cut.

So that’s the basic patternmaking process. Obviously, there are many ways to carry out each step and still arrive at the same end result, and you will develop your own methods and preferences as you begin making your own patterns. But the general plan will always involve an idea, measurements, drafting, making a muslin, fitting, and correcting.

Gathering the Goods

Before you can begin to learn patternmaking, you will need a few basic supplies. Having taught classes for nearly a decade, I firmly believe that the best way to learn is by doing. If you try to read some of the chapters in this book before you’re prepared to start, you’ll quickly see that it’s hard to make sense of what I’m saying if you’re not doing it along with me, step by step. That said, the only ultimately essential supplies you need to make patterns are paper, a pencil, some scissors, and a ruler, and you probably have all of these items lying around your house. If so, you can get started immediately and upgrade to better versions of these tools later on, once you see how much fun you’re having! I’m not a fan of investing a whole lot of money into a new skill before I’m sure I’m going to stick with it, so I’ll offer suggestions about ways to find alternative supplies that won’t break the bank. The good news, though, is that there really aren’t that many tools you’ll need, even once you’re ready to commit. I’ll talk about each of the required supplies individually, starting with what you can find without investing a small fortune, and continuing on to the “professional” versions that will make your life easier.

Paper is your primary tool.
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NECESSARY TOOLS

Now we can talk about your supplies and what you’ll be doing with them. Let’s start with paper (01). Paper is your primary tool, because it’s what you will use to make your patterns out of, at least in the beginning. The kind of paper is up to you. The classic choice is the semitransparent white stuff, with a 1" grid of letters and numbers printed on it, that comes on a giant roll in various widths. This is generally what is used for drafting patterns for samples in the fashion industry because it’s cheap, thin enough to see through, and very wide. It works well, and the grid provides an automatic reference for grain line and measurements. However, I don’t use this kind of paper for a few reasons. One is that, though the per-square-inch price of it is cheap, it must be bought in large rolls, which I find awkward to transport and store. Also, paper on rolls has the annoying habit of curling up on you as you are working. And I don’t find the grid to be all that helpful. So my personal preference is an 18"-by-24" pad of drawing paper. If I need a longer length, I just tape two pieces together, and that’s long enough for most pattern pieces. Another good option is a roll of newsprint, which is a thin, inexpensive paper that comes on rolls in various widths. I find that for most of my patternmaking needs, a width of about 14" is sufficient. In a pinch, I have used brown paper grocery bags, newspaper, or wrapping paper.

The second item you’ll need is a good old-fashioned pencil (02). You’ll also need an eraser and a pencil sharpener, for obvious reasons. If you prefer a mechanical pencil, that’s fine. Once your patterns are final, you may wish to trace over your lines in ink to make them more visible and permanent. But for the drafting and correcting stages, you’ll be doing lots of erasing and re-drawing, so a pencil is your marking tool of choice.

You will also need a good, sharp pair of scissors (03). Since I’m assuming that you sew, you probably have a nice pair of sewing shears, and you’ve been told never to cut paper with them. Don’t! Cutting paper with them will dull the blade and they won’t cut fabric anymore. You probably also have a pair of old household scissors in your kitchen drawer, the ones that convinced you to buy the shears when you tried to use them to cut fabric for the first time. Those won’t work either. Get yourself a decent pair of scissors and label them “for paper only.” They don’t need to be expensive; they just need to make a nice, clean cut. A good, economical brand is Fiskars, which makes an infinite number of styles.

The last tool you’ll need in order to get started is a ruler. You can get by temporarily with a basic plastic or metal ruler, or even a yardstick. But a 2"-wide, 18"-long, clear plastic flexible sewing ruler (04) is the one tool I strongly recommend you buy once you start making patterns. It comes in handy for sewing too, so you’ll always have a use for it. My favorite is the Quilt and Sew ruler by Collins (the original, without the metal edge), because the grid extends straight across the full 2" width of the ruler. This type of ruler is advantageous because of its built-in squaring function; as you’ll soon see, squaring is a technique that you will use all the time in patternmaking. Since the grid extends across the entire ruler, you’ll have a good 2" line to use for squaring, whereas the rulers that include centimeters on one side only give you a 1"-wide grid. And besides, sewing and patternmaking (at least in the United States) are firmly entrenched in the English system of measurement. Another useful feature of this ruler is that it’s flexible, so it can be used to measure curved lines, or as a guide for drawing customized curves.

With those four items, you can get pretty far into patternmaking. They really are the only absolutely essential tools you couldn’t function without. There are also a bunch of common household or sewing supplies that you will find yourself needing again and again for patternmaking, so you may want to gather an extra set so that everything you need can be kept in one place. These include a tape measure (05), transparent tape, safety pins, tailor’s chalk or wax (06), dressmaker’s carbon paper, and a stapler. Most of the additional supplies I’ll suggest are mainly to make your life easier and save time as you work.

OPTIONAL TOOLS

On that note, at the top of the list of optional tools is the hip curve (07), sometimes also called a “fashion ruler.” This is a type of ruler used for drawing curved lines, part of a whole category of curve rulers, which includes French curves as well. The hip curve is one that is specifically designed for use in garment patternmaking. My preference is the Vary Form Curve Rule by Fairgate. It has a nice, gently increasing curve that is very helpful in determining hip, armhole, and neckline curves. However, let me give you the disclaimer I give to my students with regard to curve rulers: Just because your hip curve was designed to correspond to certain common curves found on patterns, it does not mean that it will always automatically provide you with the perfect curve for your every need. Only you, the designer, can truly determine the correct curve. So use any type of curve ruler as a guide or helper, not as a master!

Once you’ve made a pattern, you’ll need muslin. There are two different, but closely related, meanings for this term. One refers to the inexpensive, unbleached cotton woven fabric that is traditionally used for making first samples, or prototypes. The second is the prototype itself. Essentially, the purpose of a muslin is to make any corrections/adjustments/improvements to the pattern before you cut into your precious, possibly expensive, maybe even irreplaceable final fabric, to avoid wasting it. The fabric called muslin is a fine choice for your sample, as long as you’ll be using a lightweight woven fabric for your final garment. We’ll talk more about muslin in the section on fitting.

Another item you may want to try out is card stock or oak tag. These heavier papers are used in the industry to make hard patterns. If you plan to only use your pattern once or twice, or if you’re not sure yet how many times you’ll use it, don’t bother making a hard pattern just yet. But if you have big plans to make multiples of something to sell or give as gifts, hard patterns can save you much time in the long run because they are so much easier to use. Professional patternmaking-quality oak tag comes in sheets or rolls. A cheap alternative, if you just want to test out the idea, is to get poster board at your neighborhood drugstore or office/art supply store. Here’s how you do it: Once you have tested out your pattern with a muslin and made corrections to the original, trace each piece onto one of these lightweight cardboards, copy all markings onto the new pieces, and cut them out. To use them, lay the pieces out on your fabric just as with a paper pattern, but instead of pinning the pieces down, hold them in place with weights (I usually use cans of soup, water bottles, or anything I have nearby), and trace around the pattern with tailor’s chalk/wax or a marking pen. Then remove the pattern pieces and cut right into your fabric. This method works great if you are stacking multiple layers of fabric to cut all at once, as it’s not easy to pin through too many layers.

While we’re on the subject, I should mention that there are actual, officially sanctioned patternmaker’s weights. They’re big, clunky things, reminiscent of old-fashioned irons. I personally have never felt a need to invest in these, but you may feel differently! Or you may inherit some, or come across them at a flea market, so it’s good





Labeling Patterns

It is very important to label every pattern piece you make with several bits of key information. First and foremost is the grain line. For most patterns it will be parallel to Center Front/Center Back, but you might occasionally want bias or cross grain, so the line should reflect whichever grain you choose. Differentiate the grain line from all other lines by adding arrowheads to it. Once I have drawn a grain line, I write the following info on this line:

Name of style: Basic T, Long Ruffle Skirt, Gertie Dress—whatever you want to call the style should be on every pattern piece that pertains to it.

Name of pattern piece: Front Bodice, Cuff, Back Yoke—you get the idea.

Size or key measurements: I write the measurements I used to draft the pattern right on it, for reference later.

Cutting instructions: How many to cut, and if specific placement is required, like “Cut one on fold.”

Any other pertinent information (size of seam allowance, “cut 1 in interfacing”) you want to include can’t hurt. Any notes (“Borrow sleeve from Stella Blouse” or “cut bias strip 18" × 2" for neck binding”) should be written on the primary piece (usually the front). CF or CB should always be labeled, dart legs should be notched, dart points should be prominent and clear, any points where the piece will be matched to a seam or other piece should be notched, and pocket placements should be marked. I also like to number the pieces and indicate the total number of pieces included in the pattern (such as “2 of 5”). It’s really up to you what information you put on your pattern pieces, but as your library grows, you’ll find that the more details you have, the better.



TAKING YOUR MEASUREMENTS
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