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Reasons to mend

We all wear clothes. Primarily, they’re shelter, a portable way to protect our bodies from the elements. But over millennia, clothes have evolved to be so much more: what we choose to wear and how we dress is an outward expression of who we are. Our clothes communicate our values, our social and cultural connections, how we want to portray ourselves. In today’s world, we have seemingly infinite options a click away, yet still find ourselves with ‘nothing to wear’. So why, with this never-ending fountain of new clothes, does anyone choose to mend the clothes they have?

This isn’t surprising (although you probably haven’t thought about it before), but mending has existed as long as there have been clothes – roughly 170,000 years. Historically, clothing was incredibly valuable, with even everyday garments being handed down between generations. Cloth was expensive and clothes took a long time to make, so they were made to last, carefully cared for, and repaired, until they no longer could be worn – then they were remade into something else. People learned to sew and repair their clothes as part of everyday life, and these skills, too, were passed between generations. Yet somehow, this millennia-old, innately human skill is no longer part of daily life for most wearers of clothes.

There have been a few resurgences of mending since the advent of modern clothing manufacturing. In Europe and North America, these moments have often been associated with counterculture movements – the hippies of the 1960s with patches and crocheted alterations, or the punk movement starting in the 1970s. Most recently, mending has been making a comeback in response to the social and climate impacts of fast- and ultra-fast-fashion. For many communities around the world, however, mending has always been an economic necessity, and not something they can choose to do for social, artistic, or political reasons.

TEXTILE WASTE

In recent decades, the global consumption of clothes has increased to unbelievable levels, but infinite consumption is not possible on a finite planet. Every year, hundreds of thousands of tons of textile waste are generated worldwide.

Mending addresses two potential sources of clothing waste:


	Damaged clothing thrown away

	Damaged clothing donated to charitable organizations, ultimately entering landfills through the global second-hand clothing trade



It’s clear that when clothes are thrown into the trash, they are headed for landfill, but ultimately so is 70%–85% of clothing donated to charity (thrift) shops. Donated clothing is sorted to determine what will be most sellable; clearly damaged clothes don’t usually fit that category and, because of the sheer volume of donated clothing, organizations can’t even consider repairing them. These rejected clothing donations enter a complex global trade system, with the vast majority ultimately crossing oceans to end up in landfills in Africa, Asia, and Latin and South America in a process known as ‘waste colonialism’. You can learn more about this topic through The Or Foundation, and other resources in the ‘Further Learning’ section at the end of this book.

Textile waste numbers are downright overwhelming. Many people are starting to understand that their clothing choices contribute to the current climate crisis through resource creation (growing plants and raising livestock for fibre causes deforestation), oil extraction (for synthetic fabrics), and disposal of clothing, and are seeking ‘sustainable’ options to purchase. Unfortunately, we cannot shop our way out of the climate crisis, so keeping our current clothing as long as possible is arguably one of the best ways to make an impact. A 2020 WRAP (Waste and Resources Action Programme) study suggests that keeping our clothes in active use for an extra nine months – rather than buying new items – can reduce our carbon, water, and waste footprint by an average of 30% – the biggest impact found among several methods of increasing sustainability in the clothing life cycle. When we mend our clothes, we avoid both throwing away our garments and needing to buy new ones, thus reducing the overall negative impact clothing has on the world. As Fashion Revolution founder Orsola de Castro notes, when it comes to clothes, maintaining, caring for, and repairing your own is the most sustainable thing you can do.

A CALL TO ACTION

Taking Orsola’s advice as a call to action, here you are, mending book in hand. You chose to pick it up for a reason: you’re curious, interested in learning something new, and want to connect with your clothes in a different way than before. You care about your impact on the world. Something has brought your attention to the idea that clothes can be repaired, that YOU can repair your clothes, and that small action can have an impact much larger than the hole in your garment. And you can make that impact with little more than your hands, a needle, and thread.

The reasons people choose to mend their clothes are as many and varied as the menders. For some, it’s utilitarian: their garment is perfectly usable, aside from a weak seam, wobbly button, or snagged thread. For others, it’s a desire to connect with lost generational skills, or relearn stitches they were taught in their youth. Others mend for sentimental reasons: perhaps they’re attached to garments because of where they came from, who wore them before, the memories of the garment, or simply that they’re functional and comfortable. Mending your clothes is also a way to honour the people who made them. Many people don’t realize this, but all clothes are sewn by humans: people not unlike us, sitting at a sewing machine, often in terrible working conditions and for very little pay. There are no sewing robots. Giving your clothes a longer life by repairing them is a way to show respect to the garment workers who made them, as well as the material resources that were used to create them. There’s also deep satisfaction in the experience of fixing a garment you thought was ruined, and joy at being able to continue to wear it. An interesting psychological phenomenon known as ‘the IKEA effect’ suggests that when we put our own work into a product, we perceive it to be more valuable. When we fix our own clothes, we deepen our connection with them.

Mending is also an excellent way to build community. As long as sewing has existed, people have gathered to stitch, sharing skills and stories, creating art, mourning losses, celebrating life, making political statements, and documenting everything from mundane daily life to the atrocities of conflict. Today, the Street Stitching movement brings people together with a common mission of demonstrating the pleasure and necessity of garment repair in the context of fighting climate and social issues related to clothing. Repair Cafés are popping up around the globe, and community groups are being established where people meet to share skills and knowledge about clothing repair and more. There might be one in your area, and if there isn’t yet, there are almost certainly other folks who would be interested in participating. You can find out more about Street Stitching and Repair Cafés via the resources in ‘Further Learning’.

BENEFITS OF HAND SEWING

We’ll say this many times: there are a lot of right ways to repair your clothes. This book will teach you how to mend your clothes (really, anything made of fabric) by hand. Hand sewing has many benefits, and there are very few situations in which sewing something by hand DOESN’T work. After all, for 42,000 years or so, people sewed things by hand before the invention of the sewing machine, so there’s clearly something to it.


	Hand sewing is portable – you can bring your mending with you and be ready to repair right away with your portable ‘mending in public’ kit

	There’s no need to purchase expensive supplies or machines. If you don’t already have the basic tools at home, you can easily purchase them (often second-hand!)

	Once you understand a few essential sewing skills, you can repair almost anything made with stitches

	It’s often easier to sew tricky areas of garments by hand instead of with a sewing machine

	There are multiple documented cognitive, mental health, and wellbeing benefits of hand sewing. It can be a meditative and mindful task, bringing calm and peace to a busy life

	Hand sewing links you to generational skills common to humans globally for thousands of years; thinking about yourself within the context of billions of sewists stretching back through time puts the madness of our current world in perspective

	Mending is a creative opportunity to express your values and aesthetic, and mending by hand puts your unique stamp on your belongings – it’s a way to fight back against the current fast-paced consumption system of acquire-use-dispose by slowly and intentionally creating and re-creating instead of buying and tossing



Mending exists at the crossroads of creation, consumption, and sustainability, and is the perfect way to fight the urge to create or consume something new by recreating something that already exists. The spirit of ‘Stitch It, Don’t Ditch It’ is embodied by American creative Thom Gonzo, who has been wearing and mending the same threads since 2001. He has been sharing the #stitchitdontditchit message on social media as @dontditchitstitchit since 2017, proving that it’s possible to fight back against the systems of capitalism and consumption using the modest tools of one’s own hands, a needle, and thread. For Thom, and for us, mending our clothes is more than just a task: it’s a forever lifestyle choice that aligns with our values to leave a lighter imprint on the world.




Know your materials

Knowing the proper terminology for the parts of your garments and what those garments are made of is important to achieve a long-lasting mend. Whether you’re trying to explain what needs to be repaired or look up a technique online, you’ll likely have more success and get more specific information if you can clearly describe what’s gone wrong.

CLOTHING TERMINOLOGY

When you’re discussing how to do a repair on a garment, or explaining the damage to other folks, it’s useful to know exactly what bit of the garment you’re talking about.
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ALL ABOUT FABRIC

As well as understanding the parts of your clothes, it’s also important to understand HOW the fabric is made, and WHAT it’s made from. This knowledge is essential when determining how you might mend your garment, because different types of fabric require different considerations for long-lasting repairs.

Fabric – also referred to as cloth, material, or textile – is sewn to create clothing. In the sewing world, the sides of most fabric are referred to as the right side (front) and wrong side (back).


	Right side: the front of the fabric. The outside of the garment, perhaps with printed images or patterns on it. Think about how you always (well, maybe hope to) put on your clothes right-side out

	Wrong side: the back of the fabric. The inside of the garment (inside out if your shirt is on wrong). Generally, any patterns are not as clear on the wrong side and plain fabric may be paler



Getting it right

Determining the right vs wrong side of your own garment will be easy since you know how to wear it – just take a close look at the patterns and textures in the fabric on the right and wrong sides. Determining the right and wrong sides of a piece of patch fabric can be trickier since you don’t have the garment for reference. So, once you have chosen a patch fabric that is the same construction and weight as your garment, compare both sides of the patch to the right and wrong sides of the garment to see which looks most like the outside. Sometimes, the wrong side of your patch fabric might be a closer match to the right side of the garment! If so, it’s fine to flip the patch fabric over so you get the look you’re going for on your repair.
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Note the ‘V’s appear on the right side of knits, while the wrong side has rows of offset little rounded bumps. This is true for both heavy and lightweight knits; the only difference is the size.

Types of fibre that make up fabric

Many fabrics are made of a blend of two or more fibres. In this section, fabric is broken down by the type of fibre that it is made from.








	Natural fibres



	Protein-basedFibre produced by an animal

		Wool (sheep)

	Silk+ (silkworm)

	Mohair (angora goat)

	Angora (angora rabbit)

	Cashmere (cashmere goat)

	Leather+ (animal hides)

	Fur+ (animal hides)



+ Animal is harvested to produce this material



	Plant-basedCellulosic, or made from plant material

		Cotton (cotton seeds)

	Linen (flax plants)

	Hemp (Cannabis sativa plants)

	Ramie (nettle-type plant)

	Jute (jute plants)
















	Human-made fibres



	Cellulose-basedPlant fibre is broken down chemically then reconstituted as a filament

		Modal (beech pulp)

	Tencel (wood pulp, brand name Lyocell ®)

	Acetate (wood pulp)

	Rayon/viscose rayon (wood or bamboo pulp)






	SyntheticMade from petroleum products (plastic)

		Acrylic

	Nylon

	Spandex (Lycra ®)

	Polyester

	Elastane

	Faux fur

	Pleather/vegan leather/faux leather+ (polyethylene, polyurethane)



+ In recent years, considerable progress has been made on creating leather alternatives from plants, including pineapple, apple, mushroom (not a plant, but still a non-animal-based textile), seaweed, and cactus. Currently, however, all plant-based leather alternatives include some type of plastic coating for durability
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Fabric terminology

Fabric is broken down by its weight – so whether it is heavyweight and thick, or lightweight and thinner.
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Fabric construction

This section covers how the threads are put together to make a fabric.









	Construction types



	Woven
	
	Made from warp (foundation threads) and weft (horizontal threads), which are combined in various ways

	Can be quite sturdy, depending on the type of thread it’s made from

	NOT stretchy (stretch denim is woven, but has elastane/spandex added to make the fabric stretchy)

	Garment examples: jeans/denim, collared shirts, trousers (pants)
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	Knit
		Also called ‘jersey’ material

	Made from interlocking loops of a continuous strand of thread or yarn, looks like little interlocking ‘V’s up close

	Stretchy

	Can be thick/chunky or very thin/fine depending on the thread or yarn it’s made from

	Garment examples: T-shirts, jumpers (sweaters), athletic wear, socks, tights, and anything else that fits close to the body
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	Non-woven
		Fibres bonded together by a chemical, mechanical, heat, or solvent treatment

	Usually appears to be one solid material, often without a defined pattern in the fibres on close inspection

	Examples: net, felt, interfacing, waterproof outerwear, leather, and pleather/vegan leather








Weight


	Refers to the thickness of the cloth

	Measured in grams per square metre or ounces per square yard

	Weight affects drape (how the fabric lays on the body) and durability



Grain


	Also known as grainline – refers to the direction of threads in a woven fabric, so either warp or weft. A woven fabric will generally not stretch in these directions

	‘Bias’ is the diagonal direction at a 45-degree angle across the grain; woven fabric pulled ‘on the bias’ will stretch a little bit



Stretch


	In knit fabric, this refers to how much the fabric will stretch when pulled in various directions. The type of stretch is determined by how the fabric was knitted. There are two kinds of stretch fabric:
   
	Two-way stretch (cross-grain), like a T-shirt, that stretches across the width, but not much top to bottom

	Four-way stretch, like athletic pants, that stretch top to bottom and across the width
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 Further learning

You can support the work of the organizations and creatives listed here by various means: sharing and crediting the work that inspires or educates you; participating in their change-making campaigns; purchasing their products, making donations, or through subscription services. In a world where physical objects are often valued more highly than ideas and content, it’s critical to support creatives, who share their knowledge via online platforms or podcasts, in any way you can.

WEBSITES, ORGANIZATIONS, AND CREATORS

Edinburgh Street Stitchers

Instagram: @edinburghstreetstitchers

SHRUB Coop (Edinburgh zero-waste charity)

www.shrubcoop.org

Repair What You Wear

www.repairwhatyouwear.com

Textile Beat

www.textilebeat.com

Fashion Revolution

www.fashionrevolution.org

Fibershed

www.fibershed.org

Street Stitching

www.streetstitching.com

ReMake

www.remake.world

The Or Foundation

www.theor.org

WRAP

www.wrap.ngo/uk

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation

www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org

The Wardrobe Crisis

www.thewardrobecrisis.com

Upcycle Stitches/Sashiko Story (Atsushi Futatsuya, Sashiko artist)

www.upcyclestitches.com

www.sashikostory.com

Don’t Ditch It Stitch It (Thom Gonzo, artist and mender)

www.dontditchitstitchit.com

Aja Barber (writer and consultant on the intersectionality of fashion and sustainability)

www.ajabarber.com

PODCASTS

Check Your Thread

www.checkyourthread.com

Clotheshorse

www.clotheshorsepodcast.com

BOOKS

Mending techniques


	Modern Mending: How to Minimize Waste and Maximize Style (Erin Lewis-Fitzgerald, Search Press, Tunbridge Wells, 2021)

	Mend! A Refashioning Manual and Manifesto (Kate Sekules, Penguin, London, 2020)

	Visible Mending (Arounna Khounnoraj, Quadrille, London, 2024)

	Kantha: Sustainable Textiles and Mindful Making (Ekta Kaul, Herbert Press, London, 2024)



Climate change resources


	The Climate Book (Greta Thunberg, Penguin, London, 2022)

	Less Is More (Jason Hickel, Windmill Books, London, 2021)



Social and environmental impact of the garment industry


	Slow Clothing (Jane Milburn, Textile Beat, Australia, 2017)

	Unraveled:The Life and Death of a Garment (Maxine Bédat, Portfolio, London, 2021)

	Consumed:The Need for Collective Change: Colonialism, Climate Change and Consumerism (Aja Barber, Brazen, London, 2021)

	Loved Clothes Last (Orsola de Castro, Penguin, London, 2021)

	Overdressed:The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion (Elizabeth L. Cline, Portfolio, London, 2012)

	The Conscious Closet:A Revolutionary Guide to Looking Good While Doing Good (Elizabeth L. Cline, Penguin, London, 2019)



VIDEOS

Teaching core mending skills online course run by Ros Studd of Repair What You Wear: www.youtube.com/@RepairWhatYouWear/videos


	The Repair What You Wear website (www.repairwhatyouwear.com) has great example videos of left- and right-handed sewists demonstrating core sewing skills



DOCUMENTARIES

The True Cost (2015)

www.truecostmovie.com

River Blue (2016)

www.riverbluethemovie.eco
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